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This	 thesis	 explores	 the	 spectrum	 of	 signification	 of	 disability,	 impairment	 and	
embodied	difference	in	medieval	drama.	Drama	is	an	important	medium	in	which	to	
explore	what	 the	 body	 is	 used	 to	 signify	 as	 it	 provides	 an	 extra	 dimension	 in	 the	






this	 endeavour,	 this	 thesis	 consults	 medical,	 historical	 and	 cultural	 sources	 in	
addition	 to	 play-texts	 and	 performance	 evidence	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 the	




the	 unconverted	 Jewish	 body	 (chapter	 2);	 the	 disease	 of	 leprosy	 (chapter	 3);	 and	
wounds,	 mutilation	 and	 dismemberment	 (chapter	 4).	 The	 play-texts	 I	 use	
deliberately	 draw	 upon	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 characters	 and	 personified	 abstractions,	
from	the	moral	and	the	sacred	to	the	immoral	and	the	profane,	from	biblical	drama	
to	 morality	 plays.	 These	 diverse	 conditions	 and	 identities	 allow	 an	 overarching	
insight	into	their	use	and	meanings	in	medieval	drama.	Similarly,	the	diverse	range	of	
characters	 allows	 me	 to	 consider	 how	 the	 body	 is	 used	 to	 reflect	 the	 moral	 and	
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		 	 	 	 	 Introduction	
	
Physical	and	psychological	disability,	impairment	and	sickness,	were	significant	parts	
of	 medieval	 life,	 just	 as	 they	 are	 today.	 Disabilities	 and	 impairments	 could	 be	
acquired	through	accidents,	injuries,	genetic	predisposition,	or	developed	over	time	
–	perhaps	as	a	 result	of	ageing	or	 through	environmental	 factors.	Other	aspects	of	
medieval	life	such	as	poor	diet,	hygiene	and	sanitation	placed	rich	and	poor	at	risk	of	







thought,	 there	 was	 a	 complex	 interrelationship	 between	 the	 body	 and	 the	 soul,	
which	was	central	to	ideas	about	existence.	Although	there	is	no	simple	explanation	
of	 the	 idea	 in	 the	 medieval	 period	 and	 it	 can	 be	 traced	 back	 much	 earlier,	 this	
relationship	 influenced	 and	 was	 expressed	 in	 ecclesiastical,	 theological,	
philosophical,	and	even	medical	thought.	The	condition	of	the	body	was	thought	to	
correspond	with	 the	 condition	of	 the	 soul.	 Thus,	 signs	or	 symptoms	of	 physical	 or	
psychological	health	or	 sickness,	bodily	ability	or	disability,	 could	be	 read	as	direct	
signifiers	 of	 an	 individual’s	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 condition,	 displaying	 whether	 they	
were	 sinful	 or	 virtuous.	 As	 even	 the	 layperson	 would	 have	 been	 aware	 of	 the	
interrelation	 between	 the	 body	 and	 the	 soul,	 this	 idea	would	 have	 shaped	 public	
interpretation	of	the	body	in	its	various	physical	manifestations.	





physician	 is	 sometimes	 deceived	 and	 promises	 health	 in	 the	
human	body.	Why	 is	he	deceived?	Because	he	 is	 treating	what	
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of	 Christ	 as	 the	 divine	 physician	 (Christus	 Medicus),	 since	 only	 God	 is	 capable	 of	
curing	 the	 human	 body	 without	 fail.	 Even	 though	 St.	 Augustine	 refers	 to	 God’s	
separate	 creation	 of	 the	 body	 and	 the	 soul,	 he	 appears	 to	 imply	 that	 God’s	








Since	 bodily	 infirmity	 is	 sometimes	 caused	 by	 sin,	 the	 Lord	
saying	 to	 the	 sick	 man	 whom	 he	 had	 healed:	 “Go	 and	 sin	 no	
more,	 lest	 some	worse	 thing	 happen	 to	 thee”	 (John	 5:14),	we	
declare	 in	 the	present	decree	and	strictly	 command	 that	when	
physicians	 of	 the	 body	 are	 called	 to	 the	 bedside	 of	 the	 sick,	
before	all	 else	 they	admonish	 them	to	call	 for	 the	physician	of	




This	 edict	 uses	 the	 physician	 treating	 a	 patient	with	medicine	 as	 a	 parallel	 to	 the	
effect	of	repentance	(via	the	priest)	upon	the	recovery	of	the	body,	demonstrating	
the	interrelated	physical,	moral	and	spiritual	condition	of	the	body.	Biblical	material	
is	used	as	a	 form	of	evidence	 in	 support	of	 the	 idea	 that	 sinfulness	 can	cause	and	
even	 directly	 correspond	with	 the	 severity	 of	 infirmity.	 Yet,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 the	
















In	 this	 text,	 the	 sickness	 of	 the	 body	 heals	 the	 soul	 through	 its	 experience	 of	
suffering.	 This	 is	 because	 meditation	 on	 the	 suffering	 of	 Christ	 and	 suffering	 in	
imitatio	Christi	became	an	increasingly	central	focus	of	medieval	Christian	devotion.	






Since	 sickness	 and	 disease	 could	 be	 a	 means	 to	 spiritual	 improvement,	 physical	
affliction	became	desirable.	The	affliction	of	 the	body	was	not	only	valued	when	 it	
occurred,	but	could	also	be	self-inflicted.	For	 instance,	 in	Christine	Ebner’s	spiritual	





























composition	 consisted	 of	 a	 balance	 of	 four	 bodily	 elements:	 blood	 (hot	 and	wet),	
phlegm	 (cold	 and	 wet),	 choler	 (hot	 and	 dry),	 and	 black	 bile	 (cold	 and	 dry).	 The	




of	 bodily	waste,	 sweat,	 and	 loss	 of	 blood	 could	 be	 recommended	 to	 improve	 the	









did	what	was	 evil,	 black	 bile	 rose	up	within	 him	 in	 reaction	 to	

















in	 this	 way	 [the	 devil]	 sometimes	 makes	 a	 person	 subject	 to	
doubt	and	lack	of	faith.10	
	




So	 far,	 evidence	 from	 ecclesiastical,	 theological,	 philosophical,	medical	 and	
cultural	 thought	has	demonstrated	not	only	how	the	physical,	psychological,	moral	
and	 spiritual	 conditions	 of	mankind	 are	 intertwined,	 but	 also	 how	 ambivalent	 the	
body	can	be	in	what	it	signifies.	It	is	therefore	of	little	surprise	that	ambivalent	and	
contrasting	 significations	 of	 the	 body	 can	 be	 found	 for	 many	 different	 forms	 of	








This	 positive	 signification	 is	 in	 direct	 contrast	 to	 the	 representation	 of	 St.	 Paul’s	
blindness	 in	 the	 text	 of	 Jacobus	 de	 Voragine’s	 Golden	 Legend,	 which	 specifically	

















what	 causes	 meanings	 to	 change.	 It	 also	 prompts	 the	 question	 of	 whether	
representations	of	disability	and	impairment	are	ever	explorations	of	such	conditions	
in	their	own	right,	or	are	always	symbolic	beyond	themselves.	
One	 familiar	 gospel	 episode	actively	questions	 the	meaning	of	 the	disabled	
body.	 This	 episode,	which	 concerns	 the	 healing	 of	 the	 Blind	Man	 in	 the	 gospel	 of	
John	 (9:3),	 is	 dramatised	 in	 the	 Chester	Glovers’	 Play	 [Ch.	GP],	 in	which	 the	 Blind	
Man’s	disability	is	specifically	discussed	in	terms	of	what	it	may	represent	about	his	
moral	 and	 spiritual	 condition.	 The	 play	 provides	 striking	 evidence	 that	 medieval	
people	were	 aware	 of	 different	 possible	 origins	 and	 implications	 of	 disability,	 and	
represents	Christ’s	own	reflections	on	the	meaning	of	blindness.	After	the	Blind	Man	




































Christ’s	 response	 to	 Peter	 and	 John	 explains	 the	 role	 of	 the	 disabled	 or	 impaired	
body	 as	 a	 means	 of	 portraying	 the	 power	 of	 God	 through	 its	 restoration.	 This	
response	 indicates	 that	 the	 signification	of	 the	Blind	Man’s	disability	 is,	 in	 a	moral	
sense,	neutral:	the	disability	functions	as	a	‘defect’	to	be	miraculously	overcome.	The	








Although	we	can	speculate	 that	 the	Blind	Man	must	be	worthy	of	 receiving	such	a	
cure,	he	is	never	defined	by	his	moral	and	spiritual	condition.	This	demonstrates	that	
the	disabled	or	impaired	body	can	possess	signification	beyond	the	interpretation	of	
the	moral	 and	 spiritual	 condition	of	 the	 individual.	 Thus,	 the	Chester	Glovers’	 Play	
draws	attention	to	the	ambiguous	and	multivalent	symbol	of	 the	body	 in	medieval	
culture	as	well	as	in	dramatic	performance.	Even	though	the	meaning	of	blindness	is	






representations	 of	 characters	 it	 also	 provides	 an	 extra	 dimension	 in	 the	 physical	
embodiment	 and	 performance	 of	 disability	 and	 impairment,	 thus	 offering	 a	
particularly	 striking	means	 of	 signification.	 As	 Beckwith	 has	 noted,	 ‘[i]t	 is	 a	 special	
	 20	
property	 of	 theatre	 that	 everything	 onstage	 is	 a	 sign’.14	Whereas	 Beckwith	makes	
this	remark	with	regard	to	properties	and	material	objects,	it	can	also	be	applied	to	
representations	of	the	condition	of	the	body,	especially	since	the	body	and	soul	were	
interrelated	 concepts.	 The	 physical	 performance	 of	 disability	 or	 impairment	 in	
medieval	drama	can	also	act	as	a	‘sign’,	whether	this	is	with	body	paint	for	wounds,	
walking	 sticks	 for	old	age,	or	 a	 condition	 such	as	madness	 conveyed	 through	wild,	
erratic	movements.	 The	 performance	 of	 physiological	 or	 psychological	 impairment	
could	 convey	 specific	 information	 about	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 character	 to	 the	
audience,	 symbolising	 and	 defining	 the	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 condition	 of	 the	
individual.	Pearman	has	made	the	vital	point	that:	
	






offers	 a	means	 by	which	 this	 neglected	 area	 of	medieval	 disability	 studies	 can	 be	
explored.		
There	 is	a	 range	of	different	examples	of	disability	and	 impairment	to	draw	
upon	 from	 the	 corpus	 of	 medieval	 drama,	 which	 contains	 a	 variety	 of	 fictional	
characters	 and	 personified	 abstractions.	 Medieval	 drama	 also	 presents	 biblical	
characters	 that	 have	 been	 consistently	 represented	 as	 disabled	 or	 impaired	 over	
history,	 as	 well	 as	 afflictions	 attributed	 to	 characters	 where	 no	 such	 condition	













reflect	 upon	 their	 character,	 background,	 and	 even	 their	 bodies.	 Other	 characters	
also	 respond	 to	 the	 bodies	 of	 those	 around	 them.	 In	 addition	 to	 these	 textual	
representations	 from	 speech	 and	 stage	 directions,	 there	 is	 also	 information	 on	
costuming,	 props,	 staging	 conventions	 and	 evidence	 surrounding	 the	 performance	





is	 not	 stable,	 and	 can	 change	 according	 to	 a	 character’s	 moral	 and	 spiritual	
development	or	decline.	Thus,	disability	and	impairment	can	be	more	complex	than	
either	simply	‘positive’	or	‘negative’	for	a	single	character,	and	signification	can	also	
be	 ambiguous.	 In	 a	 number	 of	 plays	 with	 narratives	 of	 cure	 and	 conversion,	 for	
instance,	whilst	the	affliction	may	initially	have	a	negative	signification	it	can	become	
a	means	 of	 atonement	 and	 redemption.	 In	 these	 conversion	 plays,	 belief	 in	 Christ	
cancels	 out	 physical	 or	 psychological	 impairment,	 for	 impairment	 and	 Christianity	
never	 overlap.	 Thus,	 as	 the	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 conditions	 of	 these	 characters	
improve,	 the	 justification	 for	 their	 (continuing)	affliction	becomes	obsolete	–	 it	has	




Throughout	 this	 thesis,	 there	 are	 distinctions	 between	 my	 uses	 of	 the	 terms	
‘disability’	 and	 ‘impairment’,	 and	 late-medieval	 terminology,	 definitions	 and	
understanding	 of	 these	 concepts.	 My	 use	 of	 the	 terms	 follows	 the	 modern	
definitions,	as	adopted	by	Rushton,	where:	
	
impairment	 is	 any	 loss	 or	 abnormality	 of	 psychological,	
physiological,	or	anatomic	structure	or	function;	disability	is	any	
restriction	 or	 lack	 (resulting	 from	 an	 impairment)	 of	 ability	 to	






Conditions	 that	 I	 discuss	 as	 forms	 of	 disability	 and	 impairment	 also	 take	 into	
consideration,	as	the	World	Health	Organisation	has	defined,	that:		
	




Given	 the	 complex	 interrelationship	 of	 body	 and	 soul	 in	 the	Middle	 Ages,	 in	 this	
thesis,	 the	word	 ‘impairment’	 is	also	used	 to	 refer	 to	 forms	of	 impairment	beyond	




for	 example,	 to	heretics	 and	 idolaters,	 as	well	 as	 to	Christians	who	do	not	 uphold	
faith	in	Christianity.	
I	 also	 use	 the	 term	 ‘embodied	 difference’	 to	 refer	 to	 manifestations	 of	
‘otherness’	that	are	seen	as	being	encompassed	within	the	body	during	the	medieval	
period.18	For	 example,	 the	 unconverted	 Jews	 embodied	 cultural	 constructions	 of	
Jewishness,	 which	 conflated	 religious	 belief	 with	 racial	 origin.	 This	 construct	 of	
Jewish	‘otherness’	was	particularly	associated	with	immorality,	and	susceptibility	to	
sickness,	 disability	 and	 impairment.	 Consequently,	 any	 marker	 of	 Jewish	 identity:	
morals,	 facial	 characteristics,	 or	 clothing,	 could	 be	 understood	 to	 portray	 their	
embodied	difference.	Whilst	 such	a	classification	of	 ‘embodied	difference’	was	not	
used	in	the	medieval	period,	it	is	a	useful	way	of	acknowledging	this	response	to	the	












an	 identity	 as	 a	 woman,	 a	 Jew,	 an	 old	 person,	 but	 not	 as	 a	
disabled	person.19		
	
These	 three	 identities,	 of	 being	 female,	 Jewish,	 or	 an	 older	 person,	 are	 each	
associated	with	defectiveness	 in	 the	medieval	period,	 thus	 justifying	my	use	of	 the	
terminology	‘embodied	difference’.	 In	the	medieval	period	to	be	a	woman	could	 in	
some	 discourses	 itself	 be	 considered	 a	 defect.	 St.	 Thomas	 Aquinas,	 for	 instance,	
argues	that:	
	







thus	 old	 age	was	 directly	 associated	with	 impairment.	 Therefore,	 the	 impairments	
associated	 with	 these	 identities	 may	 not	 necessarily	 be	 classified	 as	 ‘disabled’	 in	




saw	 a	 different	 body	 than	we	 do,	 not	 necessarily	 because	 the	




Here,	 Green	 highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 understanding	 the	 body	 in	 its	 historical	
context	 through	 its	 own	 social,	 cultural,	 theological,	 or	 medical	 constructions.	 By	
taking	these	contexts	into	account,	my	identification	of	medieval	forms	of	embodied	










perspective,	 this	 thesis	 can	 explore	 how	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 conditions	 relate	 to	
disability	and	impairment	in	medieval	life.		
	
Would	 the	 categories	 of	 disability	 and	 impairment	 that	 we	 recognise	 today	 be	
recognised	in	the	Middle	Ages?	In	the	medieval	period,	as	Metzler	has	pointed	out,	
there	was	no	‘fully	delineated	concept	of	disability’	nor	was	there	an	umbrella	term	
for	 disability	 in	 general.22	Yet,	 there	 were	 umbrella	 terms	 that	 covered	 a	 limited	
range	of	physiological	and	psychological	conditions.	 In	Middle	English,	the	term	for	
sickness	 (siknes/siknesse/sicknes)	 for	 example,	 could	 be	 used	 to	 refer	 to	 an	
‘abnormal’	 state	 of	 health	 as	well	 as	 specific	 psychological	 or	 physical	 disorders.23	
The	term	disese	was	also	used	to	mean	bodily	infirmity	or	disability,	sickness,	illness,	
disease,	discomfort	and	distress.24	The	use	of	vernacular	English	terminology	became	
increasingly	 popular	 in	 the	mid-fourteenth	 century	 and	 a	 number	of	medical	 texts	
were	 translated	 into	Middle	 English	 at	 this	 time.25	Before	 this,	Medieval	 Latin	 had	
been	 the	 dominant	 language	 in	 authoritative	 texts	 of	 medicine.	 As	 Metzler	 has	
pointed	 out,	 in	 Medieval	 Latin,	 the	 terms	 infirmi,	 aegri	 and	 egroti	 were	
interchangeable	for	disability,	sickness	and	impairment,	with	disability	as	a	concept	
also	 vaguely	 acknowledged	 in	 terms	 such	 as:	 defectus,	 decrepitus,	 malformans,	
deformans,	 imbecillis	 and	 impotens.26	Thus,	 whilst	 the	 singular	 terms	 such	 as	
defectus	 and	 decrepitus	 could	 be	 used	 in	 order	 to	 refer	 to	 a	 crippled	 person,	 the	
plural	 terms	 defecti	 and	 decrepiti	 could	 encompass	 many	 more	 conditions.	 In	

















morbus	 caducus)	 and	 children	 born	 with	 congenital	
deformities.27	
	
This	 evidence	 is	 indicative	 of	 the	 medieval	 acknowledgement	 of	 disability	 and	
impairment	 in	 the	 forms	of	 different	 psychological	 or	 physical	 conditions	 affecting	






















Sacrament,	but	 is	a	glorious	 sacrifice	 for	Christianity	 in	 the	Mühlhausen	Play	of	St.	
Catherine.	Leprosy	is	a	divine	punishment	for	Constantine	in	Bewnans	Meriasek,	but	
a	 divine	 gift	 for	 the	 Smith	 in	 the	 Cornish	Ordinalia.	 Like	 the	 disability	 of	 the	 Blind	
Man	 in	 the	 Chester	 Glovers’	 Play,	 leprosy	 has	 a	 (morally	 and	 spiritually)	 neutral	














order	 to	 achieve	 an	 informed	 understanding	 of	 how	 disability,	 impairment,	 and	





The	 examination	 of	 disability	 and	 impairment	 in	 the	 field	 of	medieval	 studies	 has	
been	an	emerging	focus	over	the	last	decade.	In	2010,	the	combination	of	medieval	
studies	and	disability	studies	as	an	interdisciplinary	focus	was	still	being	described	as	
a	 recent	 development	 by	 Eyler,	 reiterated	 by	 Pearman	 in	 2011. 29 	Thus,	 the	
examination	of	 disability	 and	 impairment	 represents	 an	 important	 and	burgeoning	
new	area	of	research.	





the	medieval	 period’,	 a	 particular	 topic	 of	 interest	 in	my	 own	 thesis.30	She	 argues	
that	 ‘medieval	 attitudes	 to	 the	 impaired	 emerged	 as	 ambivalent	 and	 fluctuating’	
after	 consulting	 a	 range	 of	 historical	 sources	 from	 medicine	 to	 literary	









its	 theoretical	 framework,	 are	 a	 testament	 to	 its	 lasting	 influence	 in	 this	 emerging	
subject.		
With	 the	 exception	 of	 Metzler,	 the	 vast	 majority	 of	 studies	 concerning	
disability	as	a	central	focus	date	from	2010	or	later,	and	many	of	these	works	have	
been	published	since	 I	began	this	 thesis	 in	2012.	As	a	number	of	studies	appear	 in	
edited	 collections,	 this	 is	 indicative	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 medieval	 disability	 is	 being	
studied	by	a	number	of	scholars,	but	that	at	the	same	time	these	specialised	aspects	
of	 disability	 and	 impairment	 being	 addressed	 have	 not	 been	 developed	 into	
comprehensive,	overarching	studies	or	the	subject	of	a	single	monograph.	Metzler’s	
recognition	of	 the	ambivalence	attached	to	disability	 is	borne	out	 in	studies	across	
the	whole	 temporal	and	geographical	 scope	of	 the	Middle	Ages.	As	 scholarship	on	
disability	in	medieval	studies	is	a	relatively	new	area,	what	has	been	studied	ranges	
from	 the	 Anglo-Saxon	 to	 the	 late-medieval	 period,	 and	 the	 Islamic	 world	 to	
Christianity.		
The	social	history	of	disability	is	the	most	popular	approach	to	examining	the	
subject	 in	 the	medieval	 period.	Notable	 among	 such	 studies,	 the	 edited	 collection	
Social	Dimensions	of	Medieval	Disease	and	Disability	was	published	 in	2014.	 In	this	
collection,	 Skevington’s	 chapter	 on	 the	 semantics	 of	 Anglo	 Saxon	 disability	 is	
especially	 interesting	 in	 identifying	 the	 ambivalent	 meanings	 of	 disability	 and	
impairment	 that	 exist	 in	 Anglo-Saxon	 literature.	 Skevington’s	 chapter	 presents	
evidence	of	 the	 positive	 and	negative	 significations	 of	 Constantia	 and	her	 physical	
affliction	 in	Ælfric’s	 Life	 of	 St.	 Agnes	 and	 a	 Latin	 version	 of	 this	 episode,	 noting	 a	
contrast	between	desirable	and	undesirable	sickness	in	Ælfric’s	Life	of	Saints.	In	the	
same	edited	collection,	ambivalence	 is	also	the	topic	of	 Jeanne’s	chapter	on	 lepers	
from	 the	 sixth	 to	 the	 fifteenth	 century.	 Jeanne,	 likewise,	 draws	 attention	 to	 the	




beyond	 Christian	 Europe.	 Kristina	 L.	 Richardson’s	 book	Difference	 and	Disability	 in	
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work	 to	my	own	 research	 is	 the	conflicting	definition	of	 impairment	depending	on	
the	religious	status	of	the	body.	For	instance,	Richardson	notes	that:	
	
according	 to	 Islamic	 hagiographical	 writings,	 Muhammad	
possessed	 a	 raised	 disc	 of	 skin	 the	 size	 of	 a	 pigeon’s	 egg	
between	 his	 shoulder	 blades	 …	 but	 was	 described	 by	 early	
Muslim	theologians	as	[a]	…	mark	of	prophethood.32	
	
Thus,	 his	 body	 is	 ‘perfectly	 marked,	 as	 opposed	 to	 unblemished’	 concludes	
Richardson,	as	Mohammed	is	never	described	as	being	among	the	 ‘blighted’.33	This	
study	 therefore	 provides	 further	 evidence	 of	 the	 ambiguous	 significations	 of	
disability	and	impairment.	When	combined	with	the	findings	of	Skevington’s	study	of	
Anglo-Saxon	 literature	 and	 Jeanne’s	 exploration	 of	 leprosy,	 these	 studies	 provide	
evidence	 that	 the	 ambiguous	 signification	 of	 the	 disabled	 and	 impaired	 body	 is	 a	
phenomenon	 that	 is	 widespread	 throughout	 different	 cultures	 and	 different	
centuries.	
The	 relationship	 between	 sin	 and	 disability	 and	 impairment	 is	 another	
principal	 area	 of	 recent	 research,	 and	 was	 highlighted	 in	 Metzler’s	 seminal	
monograph	of	2005.	In	The	Treatment	of	Disabled	Persons	in	Medieval	Europe	from	
2010,	Newman-Stille’s	chapter	examines	moral	and	monstrous	forms	of	disability	in	
Gerard	 of	 Wales’	 Topographica	 Hibernica.	 In	 this	 text,	 Gerard	 views	 Ireland	 as	 a	
nation	 of	 the	 blind,	 lame,	 and	 maimed	 as	 well	 as	 werewolves,	 half-ox	 men	 and	







subsequent	 divine	 punishment	 of	 their	 sins.34	This	 response	 to	 the	 Irish	 race	 is	
particularly	 interesting	 in	 the	 context	 of	 ‘embodied	 difference’	 through	 racial	
identity	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 connection	 that	 Gerard	 of	 Wales	 makes	 between	
disability,	 impairment	 and	 sin.	 The	 examination	 of	 race	 and	 forms	 of	 embodied	
difference	 in	 connection	with	 disability	 and	 impairment	 is	 another	 promising	 area	
that	has	been	the	focus	of	a	handful	of	studies.			
	
The	 examination	 of	 disability	 in	 medieval	 drama	 represents	 an	 area	 of	 neglected	
scholarly	 attention.	 Currently,	 studies	 in	 the	 field	 of	 medieval	 drama,	 where	 they	
engage	 at	 all	 with	 disability,	 predominately	 reflect	 on	 the	 representation	 of	 the	
impaired	 bodies	 of	 Christ,	 the	 saints	 and	 the	 martyrs.	 Whilst	 impairments	 and	
disabilities	 such	 as	 blindness	 in	 medieval	 drama	 have	 been	 examined	 in	 previous	
scholarship,	 these	are	narrow	and	brief	 studies	 that	mainly	 concentrate	on	French	




However,	 Carlson	 herself	 acknowledges	 that	 the	 ‘medieval	 scope’	 of	 this	 work	 is	
‘narrow’,	and	it	does	not	explore	disability	and	impairment	broadly.35	
In	 the	 field	 of	 medieval	 literature,	 Edward	 Wheatley’s	 Stumbling	 Blocks	
Before	the	Blind:	Medieval	Constructions	of	a	Disability	from	2010	explores	European	
attitudes	towards	blindness	and	the	anti-Semitic	trope	of	the	blind	Jew	throughout	
medieval	 literature.	 This	 is	 a	 valuable	 study	 in	 its	 examination	 of	 the	 cultural	
construction	 of	 an	 individual	 disability	 and	 its	 contrasting	 and	 conflicting	meaning	
over	 different	 bodies,	 cultures,	 races,	 and	 environments	 from	 the	 eleventh	 to	 the	















of	 historical	 sources	 in	 assessing	 the	 medieval	 medical,	 cultural	 and	 religious	
constructions	of	certain	different	forms	of	disability	and	impairment,	and	investigate	
the	ambivalence	of	these	conditions	as	well	as	their	bearing	on	moral	and	spiritual	






body	 (in	 its	many	 different	manifestations)	with	medieval	 dramatic	 play-texts	 and	
performances	as	the	main	focus	of	the	work.	The	areas	I	have	chosen	to	examine	in	
this	 thesis	were	 led	by	what	 is	 available	 in	 drama	 to	discuss	 comprehensively:	 old	
age,	 Jewishness,	 leprosy,	and	the	wounded	or	dismembered	body.	These	 identities	
and	afflictions	cover	natural	disability	and	impairment;	racial	identity	and	embodied	
difference;	disease	and	acquired	deformity	and	 impairment;	 and	 inflicted	and	 self-
inflicted	 impairment.	 Various	 other	 conditions	 are	 also	 discussed	 within	 my	 four	
chapters	on	these	topics.		
Ambivalence	is	a	consistent	theme	in	this	thesis,	acknowledging	the	changing	
and	 contrasting	 significations	 of	 disability,	 impairment	 and	 embodied	 difference	
according	 to	 the	 context.	 Thus,	 in	 presenting	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 uses	 and	
significations	 of	 these	 conditions	 in	 medieval	 drama,	 this	 thesis	 provides	 an	
explanation	of	how	they	relate	to	their	historical	and	cultural	contexts,	and	explores	












and	 cultural	 thought.	 This	 stage	 of	 life	was	widely	 perceived	 as	 a	 time	 of	 gradual	
decline	in	physical	and	cognitive	function	and	ability,	and	the	humoral	changes	in	old	
age	 were	 considered	 to	 affect	 temperament,	 causing	 vulnerabilities	 to	 anger,	
cruelty,	and	vices	such	as	covetousness,	sloth,	and	 lechery.	Yet,	older	age	was	also	





the	Old	Man,	who	marks	 the	 first	 stage	of	mankind’s	 later	 life,	provides	a	positive	
image	of	his	age,	for	he	states:	‘Enriched	with	worldly	wisdom,	I	am	influential	in	my	
judgements’.37	In	 contrast,	 in	 the	 late-fourteenth-century	 poem	 ‘ʒing	 and	 tender	
child	 I	 am’,	 no	positive	qualities	 are	 attributed	 to	mankind	 in	 later	 life.	At	 the	Old	
Man’s	 stage	of	 life	he	 states:	 ‘Myn	eyn	be	dymmer	þan	þei	wer;	 clere	 sight	 is	 gon	
away’	 and	 onwards	 from	 this	 stage,	 ageing	 is	 only	 associated	 with	 physiological	
decline.38	These	 different	 approaches	 to	 defining	 the	 characteristics	 of	 older	 age	
provide	evidence	of	its	ambiguous	cultural	construction.		












And	 though	 we	 see	 such	 a	 healthy	 body	 given	 to	many,	 even	
sinners,	yet	 in	their	case	the	devil	supplies	 it	to	them	that	they	
may	 sin,	 while	 in	 your	 case	 the	 Lord	 bestows	 it	 that	 you	may	
rejoice.40	
	
Here,	 St.	 Jerome	makes	 two	 interpretations	of	physical	health	 in	old	age:	 that	 it	 is	
either	the	result	of	a	virtuous	life,	or,	the	result	of	sin	and	the	devil.	Whilst	a	similar	
connection	between	infirmity,	morality	and	spirituality	has	already	been	observed	in	
Canon	 22	 of	 the	 Fourth	 Lateran	 Council,	 it	 is	 striking	 that	 St.	 Jerome’s	 words	




virtuous	older	body,	 to	consider	not	 just	 the	physical	aspects	of	age	and	the	social	
attitudes	 towards	 it,	 but	 the	moral,	 religious	 and	 spiritual	meanings	 that	 are	 also	
attached	to	the	ageing	body	in	different	contexts.	This	will	enable	us	to	explore	the	
spectrum	of	signification	of	the	older	body	in	late-medieval	drama.	






















husband	 is	 described	 as	 ‘a	 man	 in	 gret	 age	 passing	 thre	 scor	 yer’	 thus	 providing	
evidence	 that	 once	 he	 is	 over	 sixty	 he	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 of	 significant	 age.42	
Similarly,	 in	 the	 Castle	 of	 Perseverance,	 a	 fifteenth-century	 play,	 the	 central	
protagonist	Mankind	associates	the	age	of	‘sexty	wyntyr	hold’	with	the	decrepitude	
and	 humoral	 characteristics	 of	 ageing,	 since	 ‘thi	 nose	 waxit	 cold’	 at	 this	 stage	 of	
life.43	This	supports	the	idea	that	sixty	is	definitive	of	older	age.	The	same	age	is	also	




expressed	 in	 a	 scheme	 of	 seven	 ages,	 although	 it	 was	 not	 uncommon	 for	
representations	in	literary	and	visual	culture	to	depict	more	or	less	than	seven	stages	
in	man’s	life.	The	Seven	Ages	of	Man	were	widely	recognised	as	consisting	of	Infancy	
(0-7);	 Childhood	 (7-14);	 Adolescence	 (14-21);	 Youth	 (21-28/35);	 Adulthood	 (28-
48/50);	Old	Age	(50-70);	and	Decrepitude	(70+).45	These	ages	can	be	used	as	a	useful	
framework	 to	 understand	 the	 representations	 of	 the	 body	 in	 relation	 to	 age	
throughout	medieval	drama.	It	is	striking	that	Old	Age	is	defined	as	beginning	around	
the	age	of	 fifty,	rather	than	sixty.	The	fact	that	the	age	of	 fifty	 is	 incorporated	 into	

















[maturity]	 is	 cold	 and	 dry	 …	 the	 body	 begins	 to	 decline	 and	




Man,	 is	 a	 definitive	 point	 of	 older	 age,	 with	 a	 clearer	 meaning	 about	 the	
physiological	 decline	 of	 the	 body	 than	 the	 age	 of	 fifty.	 Yet,	 as	 Joannitius	 also	
recognises,	old	age	could	begin	(or	appear	to	have	begun)	at	fifty	due	to	 individual	
differences.	
Another	 widely	 recognised	 structure	 representing	 the	 life	 and	 ages	 of	
mankind	 in	 the	medieval	 period	was	 the	Wheel	of	 Life.	A	depiction	of	 ten	ages	of	
man’s	 life	 can	 be	 found	 in	 the	Wheel	 of	 the	Ages	 of	Man’s	 Life	 from	 the	De	 Lisle	
Psalter	 (see	 fig.	1).	The	 text	 that	corresponds	 to	each	age	expresses	 its	association	
with	 the	 state	 of	 the	 body	 in	 terms	 of	 either	 its	 gradual	 development	 or	 decline,	







of	 each	 season	 were	 an	 analogy	 for	 a	 different	 stage	 of	 man’s	 life.	 Spring	
represented	 childhood;	 summer	denoted	 youth;	 autumn	 symbolised	maturity;	 and	







Man’s	Life,	 in	which	Mankind	is	described	as	being	‘wyntir	 in	age’	 in	his	 later	 life.49	
Age	 is	 also	 symbolised	 by	 the	 seasons	 in	 Chaucer’s	 Merchant’s	 Tale.	 In	 this	 text,	
January’s	wintery	name	 is	 symbolic	of	his	older	age,	 the	decay	of	his	body	and	his	
infertility,	which	are	essential	components	of	his	senex	amans	characterisation.	
The	 idea	 of	 the	 seasons	 of	man’s	 life	 was	 also	 linked	 to	medieval	medical	






dominant	 in	 adolescentia.	 Melancholy	 corresponds	 to	 earth,	
increases	 in	 autumn	 and	 is	 dominant	 in	 maturitas.	 Phlegm	
corresponds	 to	 water,	 increases	 in	 winter	 and	 is	 dominant	 in	
senectus.50	
	
It	 is	 in	 the	autumn	of	man’s	 life	 that	his	 composition	 is	dominated	by	melancholy,	
and	in	the	winter	with	phlegm.	Melancholy	and	phlegm	came	to	be	associated	with	
coldness	 and	 sluggishness	 to	 such	 an	 extent	 that	 by	 the	 late-medieval	 period	
melancholic	 and	 phlegmatic	 temperaments	 were	 no	 longer	 thought	 of	 as	 being	









































resentment	 and	 anxiety	 for	 death.52	Therefore,	 the	 virtues	 and	 vices	 can	 be	
explicated	according	to	chronological	age,	in	addition	to	the	physical	understanding	
of	the	state	and	health	of	the	body	and	the	humoral	characteristics	of	each	age.		
In	 the	 seasons	 of	 man’s	 life,	 winter	 is	 not	 only	 symbolic	 of	 the	 increasing	
decrepitude	 of	 the	 body,	 but	 its	 coldness	 also	 reflects	 medieval	 medical	 thinking	
about	the	body	in	age	and	in	sickness.	For	these	reasons,	as	a	cold	planet,	Saturn	was	
a	 symbol	 of	 death,	 decay,	 disharmony,	 disability	 and	 older	 age	 in	 the	 medieval	
period.	 Bernardus	 Silvestris’	 twelfth-century	 humanist	 text	 the	 Cosmographia	
personifies	Saturn	as	a	cruel	old	man:	
	
Saturn,	 [is]	 an	 old	 man	 everywhere	 condemned,	 savagely	






had	 many	 connections	 to	 culturally	 transgressive	 members	 of	 society	 in	 late-
medieval	thought	including:		
	
criminals,	 cripples,	beggars,	 the	elderly	and	 low	born,	 the	poor	
and	those	involved	in	vulgar	or	dishonourable	trades.54		
	
Socially	 transgressive	people	 can	also	be	 seen	 in	 fig.	2,	which	depicts	a	number	of	
figures	 below	 Saturn,	 some	 of	 which	 are	 disabled,	 with	 one	 in	 the	 stocks.	 These	
figures	were	perceived	to	be	‘Saturn’s	children’	–	those	born	under	the	influence	of	
















In	 this	 poem,	 Saturn	 is	 quite	 broadly	 associated	with	 different	 forms	 of	 disability,	
impairment	and	social	transgression.	Overall,	the	planet	is	representative	not	only	of	
the	 physiological	 decline	 of	 older	 age	 but	 its	 morally	 and	 socially	 transgressive	
aspects,	 such	 as	 cruelty	 (as	 mentioned	 by	 Bernardus	 Silvestris),	 sinfulness,	 and	
avarice.	
	 The	use	of	mobility	aids,	such	as	walking	sticks,	is	another	way	in	which	age	is	




that	 are	 depicted	 in	 the	 stained	 glass	 of	 Canterbury	 Cathedral,	 for	 instance,	 the	
decrepitude	and	physical	dependency	of	man	 in	his	 later	 life	 is	 represented	by	his	
use	of	a	walking	stick	(see	fig.	3).	The	disabilities	of	old	age	were	also	portrayed	 in	
medieval	manuscript	images	of	virtuous	biblical	characters,	as	the	image	of	Joseph	in	














































the	 constitution	 of	 the	 body,	 and	 character	 traits	 such	 as	 personality	 and	


















[make]	men	wicked,	 gloomy,	 and	 taciturn.	 These	men	…	work	
persistently	toward	a	goal;	they	are	insecure.	They	are	envious,	
sad,	 avaricious,	 tight-fisted,	 capable	 of	 deceit,	 timid,	 and	 of	
muddy	complexion.58	
	
Whilst	 these	 features	 of	 melancholy	 describe	 the	 general	 effects	 of	 an	 excess	 of	













Since	 medieval	 documentary	 and	 medical	 sources	 about	 ageing	 are	 particularly	
sparse,	it	is	literary	material	that	is	considered	by	scholars	to	be	the	richest	source	in	
the	 study	 of	 historical	 gerontology.59	However,	 the	 problem	 with	 using	 literary	
material	 to	 understand	 the	 normative	 interpretation	 of	 ageing	 is	 the	 artistic	







In	schemata	such	as	 the	Seven	Ages	of	Man,	older	age	 is	 represented	as	a	 time	of	












proximity	 to	 death,	 increased	 vulnerability	 to	 sickness,	 and	 resentment	 and	
bitterness	with	life.	This	can	be	compared	with	similar	texts	such	as	the	fourteenth-













These	 perceptions	 of	 the	 ageing	 process	 are	 typical	 of	 late-medieval	 cultural	
thought.	However,	whilst	many	texts	concern	themselves	with	the	negative	aspects	
of	 ageing,	 positive	 representations	 of	 ageing	 also	 feature	 in	 some	 texts.	 In	 a	




abilities.	 Old	 Age	 describes	 his	 wisdom	 as	 being	 the	 quality	 of	 his	 age,	 which	 is	
contrasted	with	Decrepitude	cast	into	doubt	due	to	his	cognitive	decline,	a	condition	
also	associated	with	his	age	in	sources	such	as	the	Seven	Ages	of	Man.	Yet,	both	Old	
Age	and	Decrepitude	are	 represented	as	 times	of	 learning	 in	 the	 fifteenth-century	
Tree	of	Wisdom	depicted	in	fig.	5,	in	which	the	seven	ages	of	man	each	correspond	
to	one	of	the	seven	liberal	arts:	grammar	to	 infancy;	 logic	to	childhood;	rhetoric	to	
adolescence;	 music	 to	 youth;	 geometry	 to	 adulthood;	 arithmetic	 to	 old	 age;	 and	
astronomy	 to	 decrepitude.	 The	 tree	 is	 designed	 to	 chart	 the	 acquisition	 of	man’s	






















He	also	 seems	 to	appear	as	 if	he	 is:	 ‘a	hundrethe	yeris	of	age’.64	The	Mirror	of	 the	
Periods	 of	 Man’s	 Life	 is	 a	 similar	 allegorical	 poem	 that	 represents	 the	 ageing	 of	
mankind,	over	the	course	of	the	battle	for	his	soul	between	the	forces	of	good	and	
evil.	In	this	text,	when	Mankind	is	‘wyntir	in	age’65	he	suffers	from	visual	and	hearing	
impairments	 and	 has	 an	 arched	 back,	 in	 contrast	 to	 his	 younger	 years	 when	 he	
possessed	 ‘strengþe,	 bewte,	 &	 heele’.66	In	 Mankind’s	 later	 life	 the	 personified	








The	 sin	 of	 lechery	 in	 older	 age	 was	 considered	 to	 be	 unnatural	 and	 morally	
objectionable,	 as	 is	 evident	 from	 Gower’s	 Mirour	 de	 l’Omme	 in	 which	 the	
philosopher	teaches:	‘lechery	is	vile	in	every	case,	but	in	no	case	is	it	so	vile	as	in	old	
people’.68	Thus,	 older	 age	 was	 perceived	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 moral	 vulnerabilities	 and	
greater	capacity	for	deviance.	
	
The	 ageing	 body	 could	 signify	 its	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 condition	 in	 a	 number	 of	
different	ways.	Cummins	notes	how	the	deterioration	of	the	body	through	age	could	
be	 ‘a	convenient	analogy	 for	 the	corruption	brought	about	by	sin’	which	highlights	
the	cultural	associations	made	between	sinfulness	and	the	older	body.69	The	ageing	
























The	 ageing	 body	 became	 increasingly	 associated	 with	 the	 sin	 of	 avarice	 (or	
covetousness)	 in	 the	 medieval	 period.	 Evidence	 of	 this	 association	 can	 be	 found	
elsewhere	 in	 the	 works	 of	 Chaucer,	 as	 Criseyde	 describes	 how	 ‘elde	 is	 ful	 of	
coveytise’	in	Troilus	and	Criseyde.72		
In	all	of	these	representations	of	ageing,	the	declining	condition	of	the	body	
receives	 a	 significant	 amount	of	 attention.	 These	details	 of	 the	 ageing	process	 are	




reflect	on	his	personal	 sinfulness	over	his	own	 lifetime	of	mistakes,	but	 to	actively	
encourage	 others	 to	 do	 penance	 for	 theirs.	 The	 old	 man	 is	 worried	 that	 his	
repentance	comes	too	late	for	his	redemption,	thus	portraying	older	age	as	a	time	of	




























in	addition	 to	 its	moral	decay	 the	older	body	could	convey	a	 state	not	yet	beyond	
redemption,	but	with	an	urgent	need	for	repentance	in	 its	proximity	to	death.	This	
multivalent	 signification	 of	 age	 is	 highlighted	 further	 by	 Patterson’s	 description	 of	
the	old	man	in	the	‘Poema	Morale’:	
		
age	 is	 at	 once	 a	 symbol	 of	 sinfulness,	 the	 sin	 itself,	 and	 …	 a	










Documents	 that	 relate	 to	 the	 withdrawal	 of	 men	 from	 their	 working	 lives,	 either	
through	 retirement	or	age-related	exemption	 from	public	 service,	 can	also	provide	
us	with	primary	evidence	of	how	the	ageing	process	was	thought	to	 impact	on	the	
ability	to	fulfil	duties.	Rosenthal’s	examination	of	the	Calendars	of	Letters,	a	number	









Men	 of	 70	 and	 more	 were	 allowed	 to	 escape	 from	 duty	 on	
municipal	 juries	simply	by	virtue	of	their	age;	many	more	were	
excused	 when	 they	 argued	 some	 compelling	 combination	 of	
ailments	and	disabilities	in	lieu	of	or	in	addition	to	age.78	
	
This	 regulated	 response	 to	 the	 ageing	 body	 defined	 seventy	 as	 an	 age	 at	which	 a	
citizen	of	London	was	deemed	either	physically	or	cognitively	no	 longer	capable	to	
serve,	or	likely	to	be	close	to	such	a	decline	due	to	age.	The	age	of	seventy	is	also	a	
noteworthy	 cut-off	 point	 since	 it	 marks	 the	 end	 of	 Old	 Age	 and	 the	 beginning	 of	
Decrepitude	 according	 to	 the	 Seven	 Ages	 of	 Man’s	 life,	 a	 time	 associated	 with	
cognitive	decline.		
	
Influential	 Latin	 texts	 that	 reflect	upon	advanced	age	are	another	useful	 source	of	
information	that	can	provide	primary	evidence	of	perceptions	of	the	ageing	process.	
In	 the	 late	 twelfth	 century	Cardinal	 Lotario	dei	 Segni79	wrote	On	 the	Misery	of	 the	




if	 anyone	 does	 reach	 old	 age,	 his	 heart	 weakens	…	 his	 face	 is	






Like	 the	 representations	 of	 ageing	 in	medieval	 schemata	 and	 literary	 sources,	 the	










the	old	 cannot	 glory	over	 the	 young	any	more	 than	 the	 young	







more	positive	social	 response	 to	 the	ageing	body	and	 the	purposes	of	existence	 in	
later	 life.	 In	 this	 text,	 Cato	 the	 Elder	 explains	 the	 advantages	 of	 age	 to	 the	 young	
characters.	As	he	makes	reference	to	the	typical,	negative	associations	of	old	age,	he	




without	 peevishness,	 and	 ill	 nature,	 never	 complain,	 that	 Old	
Age	is	insupportable.82	
	
Cato	 also	 represents	 the	 advantages	 of	 old	 age	 as	 a	 valuable	 time	 of	 wisdom,	
experience	and	virtue:	
	
The	 best	 arms	 ...	 for	 the	 defence	 and	 security	 of	Old	 Age,	 are	
Learning	 and	 a	 constant	 perseverance	 in	 a	 virtuous	 course;	
which,	 if	 cultivated,	 and	 improved	 to	 the	 best	 advantage,	 in	
every	condition	of	life,	will	be	of	singular	use	to	us	in	our	latter	





stage	 of	 life	 as	 a	 time	 of	 increased	 moral	 vulnerability.	 This	 is	 comparable	 to	 St.	
Jerome’s	approach	to	Paul	of	Concordia	since	his	positive	response	to	the	health	of	
his	friend’s	body	in	its	older	age	was	due	to	his	perception	of	the	exemplary	life	that	













of	older	age.	 In	 this	 treatise,	which	was	 created	at	 the	 request	of	King	Philip	 III	 of	
France,	old	age	could	be	associated	with	authority,	manners	and	good	counsel:		
	
no	 differens	 is	 bytwene	 a	 child	 of	 ʒong	 age	 and	 one	 with	
maneres	of	ʒong	age,	for	on	þat	vseth	soche	likyng.	For	thei	he	












of	 old	 age	 in	 medieval	 schemata,	 literary	 culture	 and	 historical	 accounts,	 are	
significant	cultural	sources	to	draw	upon	in	order	to	understand	the	significations	of	
ageing	 in	 medieval	 drama.	 Even	 though	 we	 see	 a	 number	 of	 different	 positive	
constructions	 of	 the	 authority,	 wisdom,	 virtue	 and	 purpose	 of	 old	 age	 applied	 to	
devout	Christian	characters	 in	medieval	drama,	negative	aspects	of	ageing	are	also	
applied	 to	 these	same	characters.	The	negative	aspects	of	ageing	 (such	as	physical	
and	cognitive	age-related	impairment	and	changes	to	temperament)	seem	to	have	a	
more	 variable	 and	 positive	 signification	 when	 applied	 to	 a	 devout	 Christian	








spiritually	 impaired	or	morally	 fallible.	Various	aspects	of	 these	ambivalent	cultural	








There	 are	 a	 number	 of	 older	 characters	 in	 medieval	 drama.	 Morality	 plays	 and	
interludes	such	as	Mundus	et	 Infans,	Everyman,	and	the	Castle	of	Perseverance	are	
typically	 concerned	with	 the	moral	 vulnerability	 of	 old	 age	 in	 the	 context	 of	 their	
focus	on	individual	salvation.	For	this	reason,	the	ageing	process	is	often	represented	
through	 or	 in	 conjunction	 with	 allegorical	 characters.	 In	 Mundus	 et	 Infans,	 for	
example,	 the	 characters	 Infans,	Manhood,	 and	 Age	 are	 used	 to	 depict	 the	 ageing	
process	at	specific	stages	of	man’s	life.	In	comparison,	the	character	Everyman	from	
Everyman	 is	depicted	in	the	brief	time	leading	up	to	his	death,	although	no	specific	
age	 is	 ever	 applied	 to	 him.	 In	 the	 fifteenth-century	 morality	 the	 Castle	 of	
Perseverance,	the	central	protagonist	Mankind	conforms	to	physiological	and	moral	
associations	of	ageing	and	of	older	age	specifically,	once	he	reaches	the	age	of	sixty.	
In	 this	 play,	 allegorical	 characters	 including	 sins	 and	 virtues	 surround	Mankind	 at	
different	periods	of	moral	and	spiritual	strength	or	vulnerability.	Since	chronological	
age	is	referred	to	in	this	play,	this	provides	an	opportunity	to	explore	how	Mankind’s	
moral	and	spiritual	qualities	 fare	with	age,	and	how	they	are	 reflected	 through	his	
age-related	 impairments.	 The	 Castle	 of	 Perseverance	 is	 therefore	 the	 first	 play	
examined	in	this	chapter,	under	the	category	of	the	sinful	ageing	body.	
Biblical	drama	is	also	a	valuable	source	in	the	endeavour	to	explore	how	the	
ageing	 body	 is	 constructed,	 represented	 and	 responded	 to,	 since	 a	wide	 range	 of	
older	 characters	 feature	 in	 the	 plays,	 providing	 us	with	 a	 detailed	 insight	 into	 the	
ageing	body	over	a	moral	spectrum.	Biblical	plays	are	more	likely	to	focus	positively	
on	 old	 age	 as	 a	 characteristic	 of	 Christian	 patriarchs,	 using	 it	 to	 support	 or	 lend	
credibility	 to	biblical	events.	Since	different	collections	of	play-texts	 such	as	 the	N-
Town	Plays,	the	Towneley	Plays,	the	York	Corpus	Christi	Plays,	the	Chester	Cycle,	and	
the	 Cornish	 Ordinalia	 each	 portray	 similar	 biblical	 episodes	 using	 the	 same	







Abraham	 and	 Isaac	 only	 defines	 his	 age	 by	 his	 characteristics	 of	 ageing).	 Noah’s	
chronological	 age	 is	 inconsistent:	 initially	 five-hundred	 years	 old	 in	 the	 N-Town	
Noah,	he	is	six-hundred	by	the	end	of	the	play.	In	other	plays,	characters	may	simply	
refer	to	the	physiological	effects	of	their	older	age,	as	we	see	with	the	barrenness	of	
Joachim	and	Anne	 (in	 the	N-Town	 Joachim	and	Anne),	of	Elizabeth	 (in	 the	N-Town	
Visit	to	Elizabeth),	or	the	impotence	of	Joseph	(in	the	N-Town	play	of	Joseph’s	Doubt	




characters	 over	 a	 number	 of	 different	 plays.	 I	 start	 with	 Simeon	 in	 the	 Towneley	
Purification	of	Mary	and	the	York	Purification	of	the	Virgin,	and	compare	the	tropes	
of	ageing	that	are	used	in	both	of	these	plays.	Since	Simeon	is	not	an	old	man	in	the	
gospels,	 it	 is	 valuable	 to	 explore	 how	 medieval	 representations	 of	 his	 declining	
physiological	 condition	 are	 used	 specifically	 to	 reflect	 on	 his	 moral	 and	 spiritual	
qualities.	 I	 then	 move	 on	 to	 Joseph,	 who	 I	 examine	 in	 the	 N-Town	 plays	 of	 the	
Marriage	of	Mary	and	Joseph	and	Joseph’s	Doubt,	the	York	play	of	Joseph’s	Troubles	
About	 Mary,	 the	 Chester	 Wrightes’	 Play,	 and	 the	 Coventry	 Corpus	 Christi	
Purification.	As	with	Simeon,	 Joseph	 is	also	portrayed	as	an	older	man	 in	medieval	
sources,	 making	 him	 a	 vital	 figure	 to	 discuss.	 Over	 these	 plays,	 in	 addition	 to	




provides	 insight	 into	 how	 these	 distinct	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 states	 are	 signified	











The	Castle	of	 Perseverance	 [CoP]	 is	 a	play-text	 thought	 to	have	been	 composed	 in	
East	Anglia	in	the	mid-fifteenth	century,	which	dramatises	the	conflict	between	good	
and	evil	 forces	 for	 the	 soul	 of	Mankind.87	The	play	 traces	 the	 life	of	Mankind,	 and	
uses	 allegorical	 characters	 that	 respond	 to	 Mankind’s	 body	 on	 physical,	 moral,	
spiritual	and	psychological	levels	as	he	ages.	As	these	abstractions,	archetypal	good	




proximity	 to	 death	 because	 it	 opens	 before	 the	 birth	 of	 its	 central	 protagonist	
Mankind	 and	 concludes	 with	 his	 posthumous	 redemption.	 As	 a	 play	 in	 which	





Descriptions	 of	 the	 physical	 effects	 of	 the	 ageing	 process	 feature	 throughout	 the	
















The	 Bad	 Angel	 draws	 on	 cultural	 responses	 to	 virtuous	 and	 penitent	 older	 age	 in	



















At	 the	 age	 of	 sixty,	 Mankind’s	 representation	 of	 himself	 in	 his	 older	 age	 is	
particularly	focussed	on	his	physiological	decline	and	he	provides	detailed	examples	
of	the	discomfort	and	frailty	that	he	is	afflicted	with.	The	ageing	process	has	changed	
the	 appearance	 and	 structure	 of	 his	 body	 since	 his	 back	 ‘gynnyth	 to	 bowe	 and	
bende’	(CoP,	l.	2483)	and	his	mobility	has	been	affected	since	he	now	has	to	‘crulle	
and	 crepe’	 (CoP,	 l.	 2484).	 These	 specific	 details	 about	 the	 structure,	 posture	 and	
movement	of	Mankind’s	body	provides	us	with	evidence	of	how	his	older	age	could	
have	been	physically	performed.	Changes	to	his	physical	appearance	also	feature	in	
his	observation	that	 ‘Myn	har	waxit	al	hore’	 (CoP,	 l.	2491),	which	 in	addition	to	his	








associated	 these	 physical	 characteristics	 of	 ageing	 as	 being	 the	 time	 to	 ‘drawe	 to	
goode’	(CoP,	l.	418),	Mankind’s	older	body	is	used	to	signify	his	sinfulness	as	well	as	





his	 entire	 body	 ‘wax	 al	 colde’	 (CoP,	 l.	 2484).	 As	 the	 older	 body’s	 vulnerability	 to	
sickness	 and	 ill	 health	was	 particularly	 associated	with	 its	 cold	 humoral	 condition,	




of	 Mankind’s	 body	 is	 symbolic	 considering	 Saturn’s	 associations	 with	 old	 age,	
disability	 and	moral	 transgression.	 Thus,	 the	 effects	 of	 the	 ageing	 process	 possess	
negative	significations.	Since	these	symptoms	have	already	featured	in	the	words	of	
the	Bad	Angel,	 tempting	Mankind	 to	 continue	 to	 sin,	his	 advanced	age	 reflects	his	
moral	decline	and	vulnerability.		
In	 his	 description	 of	 the	 physical	 decline	 of	 old	 age,	Mankind	 also	 reflects	
that:	‘Age	makyth	man	ful	unthende’	(CoP,	l.	2485).	Here,	the	use	of	the	‘unthende’	
is	particularly	interesting	for	its	varied	interpretations	including:	‘not	bringing	about	
health’,	 ‘small’,	 ‘weak’,	 ‘humble’,	 ‘unprofitable’,	and	 ‘unwholesome’.89	Whilst	many	
of	these	interpretations	are	suggestive	of	the	physical	ailments	of	advanced	age,	it	is	
noteworthy	that	‘humble’,	‘unprofitable’,	and	‘unwholesome’	can	each	reflect	on	the	
morality	 of	 older	 age.	 The	 interpretation	 that	 age	 makes	 man	 ‘unprofitable’	 is	
especially	 important	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Avarice,	 who	 is	 not	 only	 the	 allegorical	
















deceiving	 him	with	 tricks	 ‘to	 hys	 laste	 ende’	 (CoP,	 l.	 98),	 causing	man	on	 earth	 to	
become	 ‘maskeryd’	 (confused)	 ‘in	 mynde’	 (CoP,	 l.	 101).	 This	 characteristic,	 which	










Here,	Mankind	 indicates	 that	 his	 ‘madness’	 in	 forsaking	 the	Good	 Angel	 has	 been	
overcome	–	an	aspect	of	the	older	body	that	is	rendered	obsolete	in	his	new	spiritual	
clarity,	 which	 is	 specifically	 used	 to	 reverse	 this	 previous	 symbolism.	 This	
transformation	 in	 the	 signification	of	Mankind’s	older	body	demonstrates	how	 the	













different	 from	 the	 sins	 that	 try	 to	 tempt	Mankind	 in	his	older	age.	Whereas	 in	his	
youth,	Pleasure	describes	how:	‘Of	lust	and	folye	he	hath	no	shame’	(CoP,	l.	578),	the	
allegorical	character	plays	no	part	 in	his	old	age.	Similarly,	Folly,	who	 is	specifically	

















thee	 a	 whyle	 wyth	 Sare	 and	 Sysse’	 (CoP,	 l.	 1573).	 In	 his	 endeavour	 to	 encourage	


















physically	 or	 morally	 vulnerable	 at	 this	 age.	 This	 is	 in	 stark	 contrast	 to	 the	
descriptions	of	Mankind’s	vulnerable	body	in	youth	and	later	life.	For	instance,	in	the	


























the	 sinful	 abstractions	 from	his	 youth	 (Pleasure,	 Flesh,	 and	 Folly),	 as	 this	 provides	
insight	 into	 the	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 characteristics	 of	 ageing	 through	 the	 age-
dependant	 vulnerabilities	 to	 sin.	 Whilst	 Avarice	 is	 a	 consistent	 temptation	 to	
Mankind	across	his	life,	the	means	of	enticing	him	into	sinfulness	are	different	in	his	
older	 age.	Whereas	 in	 his	 youth,	 the	 Bad	Angel	 attempts	 to	 corrupt	 him	with	 the	
greed	and	luxury	of	‘gold	and	sylvyr	and	ryche	rent’	(CoP,	l.	391)	and	Avarice	uses	the	
lure	 of	 ‘ryche	 aray’	 (CoP,	 l.	 831),	 his	 greedy	 temptations	 in	 his	 later	 life	 are	 to	
selfishly	hoard	his	wealth.	For	 instance,	Mankind	speaks	of	his	desire	 to	 ‘hyde	 this	
gold	undyr	 the	 grownde’	 (CoP,	 l.	 2742)	 and	 ‘Let	no	pore	man	 therof	have’	 (CoP,	 l.	
2376).	The	sinfulness	of	covetousness	in	old	age	is	not	simply	greed	for	the	luxuries	
that	wealth	can	afford,	but	the	corruption	of	hoarding	money	for	its	own	sake.		










Covetousness	 is	 portrayed	 as	 increasingly	 corrupting	 and	 damaging	 to	 the	 life	 of	
Mankind.	After	his	death,	as	Truth	evaluates	his	sinful	past,	Mankind’s	indulgence	of	
this	sin	is	compared	to	a	gradual	death:	‘The	more	he	hadde,	the	more	he	cravyd,	/	
Whyl	 the	 lyf	 lefte	 hym	 wythinne’	 (CoP,	 ll.	 3266-7).	 The	 decay	 of	 life	 through	
covetousness	parallels	its	corruption	of	the	soul	as	well	as	the	physiological	effects	of	
ageing	through	its	increasing	proximity	to	death.	This	corruption	of	the	soul	through	
covetousness	 affects	 his	 moral	 awareness	 and	 concern	 for	 his	 salvation	 when	
mankind	‘caryth	more	for	hys	catel	thanne	for	hys	cursyd	synne’	(CoP,	l.	106).	



















his	weaknesses	 to	 covetousness	 through	 the	 financial	 insecurities	 of	 later	 life.	 The	
physical	 impairments	 of	 advanced	 age	 are	 therefore	 used	 again	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	
soul’s	vulnerability	to	corruption.	
Another	of	Mankind’s	anxieties	concerning	his	wealth	in	his	older	age	is	that:	











































and	 preoccupation	 with	 personal	 fulfilment.	 However,	 by	 the	 time	 Mankind	 is	
confronted	 by	 the	 Boy,	 he	 has	 already	 developed	 a	 moral	 consciousness	 and	
expressed	his	regrets	for	his	sinful	life.	He	is	portrayed	as	regretful	at	the	thought	of	
I-Wot-Nevere-Who	 inheriting	 his	 wealth	 rather	 than	 ‘myne	 chyldyr	 and	myn	wife’	
(CoP,	 l.	2976),	highlighting	his	ability	 to	consider	 the	needs	of	others.	As	a	didactic	
model	for	the	audience,	Mankind	is	able	to	understand	the	sinfulness	of	avarice	as	
he	 expresses:	 ‘Thesaurizat,	 et	 ignorat	 cui	 congregabit	 ea’	 [Man	 heaps	 up	 treasure	








context	of	 contemporary	 cultural	 concerns	 about	wealth	 after	death.	 In	wills	 from	
medieval	 East	 Anglia,	 Gibson	 has	 noted	 the	 anxiety	 as	 to	whether	worldly	wealth	
	 62	




These	 spiritual	 characteristics	 of	 ageing	 provide	 further	 evidence	 that	 the	
moral	 and	 spiritual	 vulnerability	 of	 Mankind	 is	 signified	 through	 his	 body.	 Whilst	
both	youth	and	older	age	are	 represented	as	 stages	particularly	 susceptible	 to	 the	
temptation	of	 sin,	 it	 is	 the	physical	decline	of	older	age	and	 its	proximity	 to	death	























Although	 the	 idea	 of	Mankind	 rusting	 is	 evocative	 of	 the	 ageing	 process,	 both	 of	








soul	 and	 the	body	are	both	 symbolised	 through	 images	of	death	and	decay	 in	 the	
body	of	Mankind.	Whilst	his	ageing	body	 is	a	 symbol	of	 the	duration	of	his	 life	on	









Clothing	 is	 an	 important	 symbol	 throughout	 the	 Castle	 of	 Perseverance.	 The	 fine	
clothes	 Mankind	 desires	 in	 his	 youth	 are	 symbolic	 of	 his	 moral	 vulnerabilities	 to	
pleasure,	avarice,	 luxury,	and	wealth,	whereas	the	poorer	clothes	of	his	 later	years	

























old	age	and	 its	proximity	 to	death.	These	 images	provide	evidence	 that	Mankind’s	



































Mankind’s	 sinful	 existence	 is	 redeemable	 because	 the	 character	 comes	 to	
understand	 the	 error	 of	 his	 ways	 prior	 to	 his	 death	 and	 repents	 his	 sinfulness	 by	
asking	 for	 mercy.	 Throughout	 the	 play	 older	 age	 is	 consistently	 represented	 as	



















Therefore,	Mankind	 provides	 a	 didactic	 example	 in	 being	 a	memento	mori	 for	 the	
audience,	which	suggests	that	his	entire	characterisation	is	shaped	around	his	death	
and	the	moral	examples	he	can	provide	 in	 the	different	stages	of	his	 life.	This	also	















The	 biblical	 character	 Simeon	was	 an	 important	 and	 respected	 figure	 in	medieval	
cultural	thought,	typically	represented	in	his	older	age.	 In	the	gospel	of	Luke	 (2:25)	
Simeon	 is	described	as	 ‘just	and	devout,	waiting	 for	 the	consolation	of	 Israel’.	This	
text	 also	 explains	 that	 ‘he	 had	 received	 an	 answer	 from	 the	 Holy	 Ghost,	 that	 he	
should	not	see	death,	before	he	had	seen	the	Christ	of	the	Lord’	(2:26).91	Yet	in	the	
gospel	 there	 is	 no	mention	 either	 of	 Simeon’s	 old	 age	 or	 details	 of	 the	 effects	 of	
ageing	 upon	 his	 body.	 However,	 his	 old	 age	 is	 a	 defining	 aspect	 of	 his	
characterisation	in	medieval	drama.	The	lack	of	focus	on	Simeon’s	age	in	the	gospel	
means	we	can	be	sure	that	the	representations	of	the	effects	of	ageing	upon	him	in	
medieval	 drama	 reflect	 its	 contemporary	 cultural	 construction.	 The	 focus	 on	
Simeon’s	older	age	 is	 an	 imaginative	way	of	 conveying	 to	an	audience	 the	historic	
significance	 of	 mankind’s	 long	 wait	 for	 redemption.	 Other	 medieval	 sources	
generally	 emphasise	 Simeon’s	 old	 age:	 the	 tenth-to-eleventh-century	Winchester	










The	 Purification	 plays	 dramatise	 a	 crucial	 moment	 in	 the	 history	 of	







period.	 In	 the	 gospel	 of	 Luke,	 as	 the	 Christ	 child	 is	 brought	 into	 the	 Temple	 and	
Simeon’s	wait	is	finally	over	he	declares:		






the	 daily	 liturgy	 in	 the	 medieval	 period.	 The	 words	 of	 the	Nunc	 Dimittis	 were	 so	
associated	 with	 Simeon	 that	 the	 character	 paraphrases	 them	 in	 the	 Towneley	
Purification	 play.	 Therefore,	 as	 Simeon	 was	 a	 respected	 older	 figure	 in	 medieval	
cultural	thought	who	was	‘so	semely	in	Godes	sight’		(Y.	PoV,	l.	79),	it	is	interesting	to	

















which	 he	 gives	 a	 detailed	 representation	 of	 his	 ageing	 body	 and	 physical	



























Although	 these	 physiological	 characteristics	 of	 ageing	 all	 correspond	 with	





historical	 sources,	 there	 is	a	discernible	absence	of	 the	vices	or	emotional	changes	
that	 are	 usually	 shown	 as	 characteristic	 of	 advanced	 age.	 There	 are	 no	 moral	
interpretations	 of	 Simeon’s	 declining	 physical	 condition,	 nor	 is	 he	 associated	with	
any	of	the	negative	traits	of	older	age	such	as	anger,	covetousness,	sloth	or	lechery.	
Although	 Simeon	 complains	 about	 his	 suffering,	 the	 moral	 faultlessness	 of	 his	
character	makes	him	a	figure	of	sympathy	for	the	audience,	for	the	bodily	suffering	
that	 he	 endures	 could	 be	 considered	 to	 be	 a	 form	 of	 penitential	 devotion.	 This	 is	
































‘Owte	 of	 this	worlde’	 (Y.	 PoV,	 l.	 97)	 contrast	with	 typical	 cultural	 ideas	 about	 the	





is	represented	in	many	medieval	plays.	However,	 it	 is	the	 important	purpose	of	his	
























final	moments	of	 life	 spiritually	 purposeful.	However,	 as	 Simeon	 reflects	 the	 same	













Simeon’s	 inclusion	 of	 this	 expression	 of	 ‘morning’	 following	 his	 description	 of	 the	
effects	of	ageing	upon	himself,	allows	his	grief	to	be	contextualised	by	his	older	age.	
Like	 the	 physical	 pain	 of	 the	 Towneley	 Simeon,	 his	 grief	 becomes	 a	 means	 of	
penitential	 suffering.	 The	 character	 also	 suggests	 that	his	misery	 is	 increasing	with	
age:	 ‘For	 aige	 to	me	grete	wo	hais	wroght’	 (Y.	 PoV,	 l.	 156).	 Therefore,	 in	 the	 York	
Purification,	 the	 declining	 physiology	 of	 Simeon’s	 body	 could	 be	 interpreted	 to	
signify	 the	 emotional	 pain	 of	 his	 long	wait.	 Similarly,	 the	 Simeon	 of	 the	 Towneley	
Purification	play,	also	expresses	his	misery	 in	 relation	 to	age,	 for	he	describes	 that	
‘ffor	age	nather	styr	ne	play	/	Nor	make	no	chere’	(T.	PoM,	ll.	51-52).		
As	the	York	Simeon	considers	whether	his	‘two	eyes	shall	see	/	That	blyssed	
babb’	 (Y.	 PoV,	 ll.	 161-162),	 he	 specifically	 refers	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 seeing	 the	 Christ	
child	will	put	him	‘owte	of	dowte’	(Y.	PoV,	l.	164).	As	there	is	no	mention	of	Simeon’s	
misery	 in	 the	 gospel	 of	 Luke,	 this	 suggests	 that	 medieval	 medical	 ideas	 of	 his	



















PoV,	 l.	 103).	 Simeon’s	 expression	 of	 his	 misery	 throughout	 both	 plays	 (as	 a	


















He	 goes	 on	 to	 claim:	 ‘With	myrth	my	myght	 alwais	melles’	 (Y.	 PoV,	 l.	 393)	 which	
emphasises	his	 reinforced	 faith	 through	 the	 symbol	of	 his	 strengthened	body.	 The	
weakness	and	vulnerability	of	the	virtuous	and	devout	body	in	older	age	can	thus	be	
used	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 greater	 potential	 for	 strength	 (through	 the	 power	 of	 faith),	
rather	than	to	symbolise	its	moral	and	spiritual	vulnerabilities.	The	idea	of	Simeon’s	
weakened	 and	 afflicted	 older	 body	 having	 physical	 strength	 in	 the	 context	 of	 his	










body,	 which	 reverses	 Simeon’s	 suffering,	 also	 serves	 as	 a	 parallel	 to	 the	







Davidson	has	 suggested	 that	 the	dramatic	 effect	of	 giving	 strength	 to	 a	weakened	
Simeon	 is	 deliberate	 and	 particularly	 great	 in	 the	 York	 Purification. 98 	The	
physiological	characteristics	of	Simeon’s	older	age	are	specifically	used	to	emphasise	
the	 dramatic	moment	 that	 he	meets	 Christ.	 Although	 the	 Towneley	Purification	 is	
incomplete	 due	 to	 missing	 folios,	 the	 stress	 upon	 Simeon’s	 impaired	 eyesight	
suggests	that	his	eventual	vision	of	the	Christ	child	is	likely	to	have	contrasted	with	
his	age-related	impairment.	Simeon’s	sight	is	emphasised	in	the	gospel	of	Luke,	since	
in	 response	 to	 seeing	 the	 Christ	 child	 he	 declares	 that	 ‘mine	 eyes	 have	 seen	 thy	








emphasis	 on	 sight	 in	 the	 lines	 of	 the	 Nunc	 Dimittis	 conveys	 Simeon’s	 important	
confirmation	 of	 the	 coming	 of	 Christ	 as	 the	 redeemer	 of	 mankind.	 His	 divinely	
promised	 vision	of	 Christ	 is	 also	notable	 since	his	 eyes	 are	 failing	 in	 the	 Towneley	










Joseph	 is	another	biblical	character	who	 is	 typically	 represented	 in	his	older	age	 in	
































































characterisation	 in	 medieval	 drama.	 Significantly,	 York,	 N-Town	 and	 Chester	 each	
represent	 Joseph	 as	 emphatically	 stating	 his	 impotence	 in	 order	 to	 defend	Mary’s	
virginal	 conception.	 Whilst	 the	 York	 Joseph	 describes	 that:	 ‘Thas	 gams	 fro	 me	 ar	
gane’	 (Y.	 TaM,	 196),	 in	 the	 Chester	 Wrightes’	 Play	 Joseph	 outlines	 his	 health	































impotent	 older	 age,	 is	 indicative	 of	 the	 complete	 impossibility	 of	 Joseph	 having	
conceived	the	child	himself.		













It	 is	notable	 that	 Joseph	makes	 this	 appeal	 to	all	older	men,	presenting	himself	 as	
representative	 of	 the	 concerns	 and	 vulnerabilities	 of	 his	 age	 group.	 Although	
Joseph’s	role	as	a	doubter	is	used	as	a	platform	to	address	and	represent	the	natural	
doubts	 of	 the	 credibility	 of	 a	 virginal	 conception	 in	 the	 minds	 of	 the	 medieval	





































of	 the	vulnerabilities	 and	 insecurities	brought	about	by	his	old	age.	 Thus,	not	only	
does	Joseph’s	older	body	reflect	his	own	chastity	through	his	lack	of	virility,	but	his	
fear	of	Mary	as	a	young	women	in	addition	to	his	fear	of	being	a	cuckold	serves	to	
portray	 his	 innocence	 through	 the	 powerless	 symbol	 of	 his	 ageing	 body.	 Joseph	




















Although	 the	 characterisation	 of	 Joseph	 in	 medieval	 drama	 conforms	 with	
medieval	 constructions	 of	 ageing,	Woolf	 has	 particularly	 criticised	 the	 portrayal	 of	
Joseph	 in	 the	 Coventry	 Purification	 as	 a	 foolish	 and	 irritable	 older	 man	 on	 the	
grounds	 that	 he	 continues	 to	 express	 his	 misogynistic	 and	 anti-matrimonial	
sentiments	 after	 the	 Nativity.	 The	 extent	 of	 his	 characterisation	 as	 a	 foolish	 and	
powerless	older	man	affects	the	Virgin’s	characterisation,	as	she	orders	him	around	
like	the	demanding	young	woman	Joseph	makes	her	out	to	be.108	Thus,	after	being	



























important	 moment	 of	 the	 Purification,	 Joseph	 is	 delaying	 the	 will	 of	 God.	 While	
Woolf	sees	problems	with	this	characterisation,	Joseph’s	foolish	and	stubborn	older	
age,	 combined	 with	 the	 physiological	 suffering	 of	 his	 ageing	 body,	 play	 a	 role	 in	
defining	 the	 character’s	doubts	 and	difficulties	with	 this	 significant	moment	 in	 the	
life	of	Christ.	This	 recapitulates	his	 role	 in	 the	York	play	of	 Joseph’s	Troubles	about	




Woolf	 has	 observed,	 Joseph’s	 difficult	 behaviour	 in	 the	 Coventry	 Corpus	 Christi	
Purification	 continues	after	 the	Nativity,	when	 such	doubts	 and	 fears	 are	normally	
swept	 aside.	 It	 is	 possible	 that	 this	 change	 in	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 biblical	 episode	
may	have	been	intended	to	create	humour,	not	only	through	Joseph’s	behaviour	in	
his	older	age,	but	by	presenting	a	more	realistic	response	to	what	is	being	asked	of	
him.	There	 is	 further	evidence	of	 Joseph	as	a	humorous	character	 in	his	 insistence	













Joseph’s	 prejudices	 towards	 young	 women	 also	 highlight	 his	 role	 as	 a	 humorous	
character	 that	 relates	 to	 contemporary	 culture,	 since	 ballads	 of	 older	 men	 with	
young	 wives	 and	 repeated	 stock	 jokes	 on	 women	 and	 marriage	 were	 popular	 in	






is	 a	 figure	 of	 sympathy	 in	 his	 old	 age	 rather	 than	 of	 ridicule.	 The	 comedy	 this	




Throughout	 these	 plays	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	 see	 how	 different	 aspects	 of	
Joseph’s	 characterisation	 in	his	 advanced	age	 can	be	used	 to	 very	different	effect.	
Even	though	Joseph	has	many	of	 the	negative	character	traits	of	older	age	such	as	
his	 doubtfulness,	 foolishness,	 and	 stubbornness,	 it	 is	 the	 context	 that	 defines	 the	
positive	 signification	of	his	 character.	 Thus,	 even	when	 Joseph	exhibits	 challenging	
behaviour	during	the	Coventry	Corpus	Christi	Purification,	this	results	in	humour	that	
assists	the	audience	in	recognising	the	true	miracle	of	Christ’s	birth.	Unlike	Mankind	




Older	 age	 is	 a	 defining	 characteristic	 of	 both	 Joseph	 and	 Simeon,	 which	 reflects	
contemporary	cultural	constructions.	Simeon’s	physiological	features	of	old	age	are	
symbolic	 of	 his	 virtue	 and	 patience,	 for	 his	 physical	 endurance	 emphasises	 his	
spiritual	endurance	in	waiting	for	and	believing	in	the	Consolation	of	Israel.	Likewise,	
Joseph’s	 impotence	 and	 doubts	 about	 Mary	 are	 aspects	 of	 his	 old	 age	 that	
emphasise	the	chastity	of	both	himself	and	the	Virgin,	thus	heightening	the	miracle	
of	Christ’s	conception.	For	both	characters,	then,	the	decline	of	the	body	is	used	to	









The	 ageing	 body	 takes	 on	 a	 spectrum	 of	 meanings	 in	 medieval	 drama,	
drawing	on	late-medieval	literary	and	visual	cultures	as	well	as	religious,	cultural	and	





character.	 Mankind’s	 ageing	 body	 represents	 its	 moral	 decay,	 whereas	 the	 older	
virtuous	 body	 is	 used	 in	 biblical	 drama	 to	 symbolise	 exemplary	 qualities	 such	 as	
patience,	faith,	chastity,	and	even	penitential	suffering.	It	is	not	just	in	terms	of	the	
physiological	 characteristic	 of	 ageing	 where	 we	 see	 this	 contrast	 in	 signification	
between	 sinful	 and	 virtuous	 characters.	 Negative	 features	 of	 old	 age	 such	 as	













spiritual	 condition	 of	 Mankind,	 the	 death	 and	 damnation	 of	 the	 soul,	 and	 his	
gradually	 diminishing	 chances	 of	 eternal	 life	 in	 heaven.	 This	 range	 of	 symbolism	
applied	 to	 the	 ageing	 body	 demonstrates	 how	 allegorical	 drama	uses	medical	 and	
cultural	ideas	of	disabilities	and	impairment	specific	to	old	age.	
	
It	 would	 have	 been	 natural	 for	 a	 late-medieval	 religious	 society	 to	 associate	 the	
	 85	
ageing	body	with	 sinfulness	because	 it	 is	 the	 time	of	 final	 repentance	 for	 sins,	 the	
stage	at	which	man	has	most	knowledge	of	how	much	he	has	to	atone	for	and	least	
time	to	do	so.	In	morality	plays	the	older	body	is	symbolic	of	its	need	for	penitence	–	
this	 is	 in	 contrast	 to	 biblical	 characters,	 whose	 agedness	 is	 a	 form	 of	 penitential	
suffering.	 In	 biblical	 drama,	 the	 devout	 older	 body	 can	 be	 used	 positively	 to	





Although	 the	 disabled	 body	 can	 signify	 sinfulness	 and	 moral	 vulnerability,	
there	 is	 not	 always	 a	 connection	 between	 the	 disabled	 body	 and	 sinfulness.	
Consequently,	 age-related	 disability	 and	 impairment	 does	 not	 necessarily	 signify	




a	 characteristic	 of	 Christian	 patriarchs,	 using	 it	 to	 support	 or	 lend	 credibility	 to	
biblical	 events.	 It	 also	highlights	 the	 contrasts	between	 the	 sinful	 ageing	body	and	


















There	was	 a	mixed	 reception	 to	 the	 Jews	 during	 the	medieval	 period	 in	 Christian	
Europe.	Despite	their	common	ancestral	heritage,	whereas	Old	Testament	Jews	were	
acknowledged	with	respect,	contemporary	Jews	were	often	derided.	The	Jews	of	the	
Old	 Testament	 were	 God’s	 chosen	 people:	 among	 them,	 Isaiah	 prophesied	 the	
coming	of	the	Messiah.	As	contemporary	Jews	disputed	the	validity	of	Christ	as	this	
Messiah,	 they	were	heretics	 in	 the	eyes	of	Christians.	These	responses	to	the	Jews	
can	be	seen	in	the	thirteenth-century	Annals	of	Burton	in	which	contemporary	Jews	
were	 considered	 to	 be	 Judas’	 ‘demonic	 descendants’,	 despite	 their	 ‘praise-worthy	
ancestors’.111	Consequently,	Jews	who	had	not	converted	to	Christianity	came	to	be	
interpreted	as	both	morally	and	spiritually	impaired.	The	Jews’	disbelief	in	Christ	and	
their	 role	 in	 his	 death	meant	 that	 contemporary	 Jews	were	 considered	 to	 be	 the	
enemies	of	Christianity,	and	in	league	with	the	devil.		
	 The	 Jews’	 perceived	 inability	 to	 recognise	 Christ	 as	 the	 Messiah	 led	 to	 a	
number	 of	 accusations	 that	 their	 thinking	 was	 according	 to	 the	 flesh,	 their	



















Paul	 to	 the	Corinthians,	which	 states	 that:	 ‘Jews	 require	 signs’.113	As	 this	 failure	of	
the	 Jews	 to	 believe	 in	 Christ	was	 consistently	 referred	 to	 in	 connection	with	 their	
blindness,	this	disability	became	increasingly	associated	with	the	unconverted	Jew.	
Due	 to	 their	 spiritual	 beliefs,	 the	 Jews	 also	 became	 increasingly	 associated	
with	disability	in	general.	In	On	Tobit	and	on	the	Canticle	of	Habakkuk	Bede	wrote:	
	
Tobit,	 blind	 as	 he	 was	 and	 preaching	 God’s	 word,	 is	 said	 to	
signify	 both	 reprobate	 and	 elect	 alike.	 For	 the	 patriarch	 Jacob	
too,	while	wrestling	with	the	angel,	was	both	lamed	and	blessed,	






Jacob’s	 blessing	 are	 symbolic	 of	 the	 believers.	 Since	 the	 Jews	 were	 accused	 of	
understanding	according	to	the	flesh,	it	is	striking	that	their	disbelief	is	also	signified	
through	the	physical	disability	and	 impairment	of	the	body.	The	use	of	the	body	 in	
conveying	 this	 metaphor	 of	 the	 Jews’	 spiritual	 impairment	 conforms	 to	 medieval	
ideas	about	the	interrelatedness	of	the	body	and	the	soul,	since	the	condition	of	the	
body	was	often	used	to	signify	the	moral	and	spiritual	condition	of	the	individual.		
The	 medieval	 construction	 of	 the	 Jewish	 identity	 (by	 which	 I	 mean	
unconverted	 Jews	 and	 not	 Christians	 of	 Jewish	 racial	 origin)	 was	 consistently	
associated	 with	 sickness,	 disability	 and	 impairment.	 Jewish	 physiology	 was	
connected	 to	 a	 number	 of	 different	 physical	 and	 psychological	 disabilities	 and	
impairments,	 including	 blindness,	 madness,	 a	 humoral	 excess	 of	 melancholy,	
leprosy,	 physical	 deformity,	 haemorrhoids,	 and	 even	male	menstruation.	Many	 of	








Christ,	 and	male	menstruation	was	 considered	 a	 divine	 punishment	 for	 deicide.115	
Thus,	in	its	medieval	construction,	Jewishness	itself	is	a	form	of	embodied	difference	
synonymous	 with	 bodily	 infirmity. 116 	The	 important	 fact	 that	 conversion	 to	
Christianity	always	results	in	the	lifting	of	disabilities	in	medieval	plays,	lends	further	
support	to	the	connection	between	Jewishness	and	infirmity.	
In	 medieval	 drama,	 it	 is	 the	 unconverted	 Jews	 that	 embody	 cultural	
constructions	of	Jewishness.	The	moral	and	spiritual	impairment	of	these	characters	
is	 always	 connected	 to	 their	 Jewish	 identity,	 as	 is	 any	 physical	 or	 psychological	
disability	 or	 impairment.	 Although	 the	 spectrum	 of	 signification	 examined	 in	 this	






physical	 disability	 or	 impairment,	 it	 is	 possible	 that	 the	 moral	 and	 spiritual	
impairments	associated	with	 their	 identity	could	have	been	otherwise	 represented	
through	costume.	Thus,	I	will	discuss	how	the	performance	of	the	Jewish	body	may	
have	 encompassed	 physical	 impairments	 or	 distortions	 whether	 or	 not	 this	 is	 not	
directly	apparent	in	the	play-texts.	
It	is	clear	that	that	the	unconverted	Jewish	body	is	associated	with	a	range	of	
disabilities	 and	 impairments.	 This	 chapter	 argues	 that	 the	 disabled	 or	 impaired	




The	 associations	 made	 between	 the	 medieval	 cultural	 constructions	 of	 Jewish	
identity	and	particular	physical,	psychological,	behavioural	and	moral	traits,	allow	us	







these	 disabilities	 feature	 in	 the	 drama,	 it	 is	 essential	 to	 understand	 the	 extent	 to	
which	 in	 popular	 understanding	 the	 Jewish	 body	 was	 defined	 by	 its	 physical	 and	
moral	 impairment.	This	range	of	associations	presents	the	spectrum	of	signification	
of	the	unconverted	Jewish	body.	




with	 sickness,	 in	 part,	 due	 to	 the	 etymological	 coincidence	 that	 the	 Latin	 for	 owl,	
bubo,	was	 the	 same	as	 the	Greek	 term	 for	 the	 swelling	 symptomatic	 of	 colorectal	
cancer.118	As	 a	 consequence,	 owls	 appeared	 in	 a	 number	 of	 medieval	 medical	
manuscripts	as	a	symbol	for	ailment	in	general.119	As	a	nocturnal	species,	owls	were	
considered	to	be	blind	during	daylight,	and	were	therefore	associated	with	blindness	
and	 darkness.	 For	 this	 reason,	 owls	were	 compared	 to	 the	 Jews	who	 ‘cling	 to	 the	
darkness	 of	 their	 ignorance	 and	 shun	 the	 bright	 light	 of	 Christ’.120	The	Acts	 of	 the	
Apostles	also	refers	to	the	‘darkness’	of	the	Jews,	when	God	commands	Paul	to:	
	
open	 their	eyes,	 that	 they	may	be	 converted	 from	darkness	 to	
light,	and	from	the	power	of	Satan	to	God.121	
	
Thus,	 the	 ‘darkness’	 of	 the	 Jews	 reflects	 their	 spiritual	 impairment,	 which	 is	
represented	 through	 their	 physical	 inability	 to	 see	 Christ	 as	 the	 true	 Messiah.	 In	
medieval	 visual	 culture,	 this	 association	 with	 blindness	 could	 be	 represented	 in	
manuscript	images	through	the	obscured	vision	of	the	Jews	such	as	with	blindfolds,	
or	 with	 demons	 covering	 their	 eyes	 (see	 fig.	 1).	 In	 literary	 culture,	 this	metaphor	













Assumption	of	Mary	 in	which	 the	Second	Prince	 loses	his	 sight	and	his	 sanity	after	
the	Jewish	High	Priest	orders	the	Princes	to	obtain	and	desecrate	the	dead	body	of	
the	Virgin	Mary.	The	marginal	image	of	a	Jew	shooting	an	arrow	into	the	eye	of	the	
owl	 in	 fig.	 2	 is	 an	 illustration	 of	 this	 connection	 between	 Jews	 and	 owls	 in	 their	
shared	‘blindness’.	
St.	Paul	is	the	most	notable	example	of	a	blind	Jew,	and	the	Digby	Conversion	
of	 St.	 Paul	 is	 a	 play	 that	 demonstrates	 a	 clear	 relationship	 between	 disability	 and	
disbelief,	followed	by	healing	upon	conversion.	Yet,	blindness	could	be	responded	to	
as	 an	 exemplary	 quality	 in	 the	 Christian	 body.	 St.	 Francis,	 for	 instance,	 was	 not	
stigmatised	for	his	blindness	–	texts	such	as	St.	Bonaventure’s	Major	Legend	of	Saint	
Francis	 explain	how	he	 received	 this	disability	 as	 a	 result	of	his	 religious	devotion,	
for:		
	








Jews	 such	 as	 St.	 Paul	 are	 represented	 as	 finding	 God	 through	 their	 affliction	 and	













and	melancholy	humours	 throughout	 the	body.124	The	 Jews	were	believed	 to	have	
an	excess	of	melancholic	humour,	as	can	be	seen	in	Albert	the	Great’s	opinion	that	
the	 large	 amount	 of	 black	 bile	 found	 in	melancholic	males	 ‘is	 found	 in	 Jews	more	
than	 in	others,	 for	 their	natures	are	more	melancholic’.125	Among	many	afflictions,	
the	melancholic	 humour	was	 associated	with	 susceptibility	 to	 physical	 and	mental	
illness,	 avarice,	 and	 idleness.	 Although	 the	 excess	 of	melancholic	 humour	 is	 never	
directly	 used	 to	 explain	 the	 Jewish	 association	 with	 madness,	 there	 are	 clear	
connections	 between	 madness	 and	 melancholy	 (and	 between	 madness	 and	
Jewishness),	 through	 black	 bile.	 In	 influential	 medical	 texts	 such	 as	 Platearius’	
Practica	 Brevis	 from	 the	 twelfth	 century,	 melancholy	 is	 described	 as	 being:	 ‘an	






In	 the	 twelfth	 century	 writings	 of	 William	 of	 Newburgh,	 the	 historian	 associates	




This	 irrational	 fury	 of	 rational	 creatures	 against	 themselves	 is	
truly	 astonishing;	 but	whoever	 reads	 the	History	 of	 the	 Jewish	





and	was	so	associated	with	spiritual	belief	 that	 in	 the	thirteenth	century	Robert	of	













demons	 are	 attached	 to	 human	 bodies	 because	 of	 bad	
disposition	 and	 corrupt	 humor,	 or,	 because	 of	 melancholic	
infection	 which	 generates	 evil,	 black	 and	 horrible	 images	 in	
fantasy,	 and	 disturbs	 the	 intellect,	 for	 the	 demons	 habitually	
habit	such	forms.129	
	




in	 this	 way	 [the	 devil]	 sometimes	 makes	 a	 person	 subject	 to	
doubt	and	lack	of	faith.130	
	
These	 two	 descriptions	 of	 melancholy	 provide	 evidence	 of	 its	 associations	 with	
impaired	 intellect,	 lack	 of	 faith,	 and	 the	 devil,	 that	 existed	 in	 medieval	 medical	
thought.	 Although	 neither	 of	 these	 texts	 refer	 specifically	 to	 the	 Jews,	 these	
associations	 of	 the	melancholic	 humour	 are	 particularly	 appropriate	 for	 the	 Jews,	
whose	 associations	 with	 impaired	 intellect,	 a	 lack	 of	 faith,	 and	 the	 devil,	 exist	
independently.	
Overall,	 medieval	 constructions	 of	 Jewish	 identity	 and	 physiology	 were	
consistently	 associated	 with	 forms	 of	 sickness,	 disability	 and	 impairment.	 These	
manifold	associations	demonstrate	how	Jewishness	constitutes	a	form	of	embodied	




































deformities.	As	many	of	 these	characteristics	were	defined	 in	 terms	of	 their	moral	
and	 spiritual	 significations,	 exploring	 them	 is	 useful	 in	 understanding	 how	 the	
disabled,	 impaired	or	 afflicted	 Jewish	body	may	have	been	physically	 performed.	 I	
will	 consider	 the	 face	 and	 the	 nose	 as	 the	 main	 areas	 in	 which	 Jewish	 racial	
delineation	 and	 deformity	 is	 likely	 to	 have	 been	 visually	 portrayed	 in	 dramatic	
performances.	
The	 exaggeration	 of	 the	 nose	 is	 a	 particularly	 common	 physical	 deformity	
associated	 with	 the	 Jews,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 devil:	 in	 a	 cartoon	 upon	 the	 Roll	 of	 the	
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Exchequer	 for	 1233	 the	 depictions	 of	 Jews	 and	 devils	 alongside	 each	 other	 have	
obvious	similarity	in	their	exaggerated	noses	(see	fig.	4).	The	horned	devil	shown	on	
the	 second	 left	 in	 the	 image,	Colbif,	 is	pointing	 to	 the	noses	of	 two	contemporary	
Jews,	 Mosse	 Mokke	 and	 his	 wife	 Abigail,	 in	 order	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 their	
deformed	noses	and	 their	 similarity	 to	his	own	appearance.	This	 image	 specifically	





The	 cartoon	 drawn	 upon	 the	 tax	 roll	 in	 fig.	 4	 is	 valuable	 evidence	 since	 it	
deliberately	exaggerates	the	noses	of	contemporary	Jews	within	the	context	of	their	
wealth.	 The	 Jews	 were	 associated	 with	 covetousness	 because	 moneylending	 for	
interest	 was	 not	 forbidden	 for	 Jews,	 as	 it	 was	 for	 Christians,	 which	 made	 them	
vulnerable	 to	 accusations	 of	 usury.	 In	 Langland’s	Piers	 Plowman	 the	 illustration	 of	








Here,	 the	 sin	 of	 covetousness	 appears	 to	 be	 symbolised	 with	 Jewish	 physical	
characteristics,	 such	 as	 thick	 lips,	 bleary	 eyes,	 baggy	 cheeks	 and	 a	 bearded	 chin,	















that	 Chaucer	 does	 not	 provide	 any	 physical	 descriptions	 of	 Jews	 in	 the	 Prioress’s	
Tale,	 even	 though	 the	 tale	 focuses	 in	 detail	 upon	 their	 murder	 at	 the	 hands	 of	
Christians.134	The	 Jewish	 identity	 is,	 instead,	 recognisable	 in	 cultural	perceptions	of	
the	 race	 as	 barbaric	 child-murderers.	However,	 it	 is	 possible	 that	 Chaucer	 left	 out	
descriptions	of	their	physical	characteristics	in	order	to	highlight	the	moral	similarity	
between	the	violent	murders	committed	by	both	Jews	and	Christians	in	this	tale.		
	 Even	 though	 the	 Jews	 were	 often	 represented	 with	 exaggerated	 noses	 in	
medieval	visual	culture,	Lipton	has	made	the	vital	point	that	the	shape	of	Jews’	noses	
were	 ‘too	 varied	 to	 constitute	markers	 of	 identity’	 and	 that	 there	was	 ‘no	 single,	
identifiable	 “Jewish”	 nose’	 that	 was	 not	 also	 shown	 on	 ‘bad’	 non-Jews	 as	 well.135	
Despite	this	variation,	an	exaggerated	nose	was	clearly	associated	with	the	figure	of	
the	Jew.	Returning	to	fig.	4,	what	is	most	notable	about	the	exaggeration	of	the	nose	
is	 how	 unnatural	 it	 appears.	 This	 is	 suggestive	 of	 the	 medieval	 construction	 and	
distortion	of	Jewish	physiology.	
The	 large	noses	associated	with	 the	 Jews	 in	 the	medieval	period	could	also	




Tho	 that	haue	grete	Noosys	 lyghtely	bene	 talentid	 to	 couetise,	
and	 bene	 desposyd	 to	 concupiscence,	 and	 bene	 likened	 to	
oxen.136	
	
Physiognomical	 texts	 provide	 us	 with	 an	 account	 of	 some	 of	 the	 multivalent	
significations	 of	 noses,	 which	 is	 important	 since	 Jewish	 noses	 were	 not	 just	
exaggerated	in	one	particular	way.	Different	nose	shapes	are	described	as	signifying	
different	attributes	 in	texts	such	as	the	Little	Book	of	Physiognomy	and	the	Secreta	
Secretorum,	copies	of	which	were	 in	circulation	during	the	 late-medieval	period.	 In	








‘drunkenness,	 voraciousness,	 arrogance	 and	 wantonness’. 137 	In	 the	 Secreta	
Secretorum,	 crooked	 noses	 (such	 as	 in	 fig.	 8)	 could	 signify	 lechery.	 Strickland	 has	




Spain,	 the	 expenditure	 for	 the	 1493	 performance	 of	 the	 Corpus	 Christi	 procession	
makes	reference	to	the	making	of	‘four	Jews’	masks’.139	Although	it	is	unknown	what	
these	 masks	 would	 have	 looked	 like,	 the	 very	 fact	 that	 masks	 were	 used	 to	
differentiate	 the	 physical	 characteristics	 of	 Jews	 and	 mark	 them	 out	 as	 being	
distinctly	 Jewish	 suggests	 the	 uniform	 distortion	 or	 exaggeration	 of	 facial	
characteristics	 over	 the	 four	 masks.	 Noses	 would	 have	 been	 the	 most	 obvious	





signify	 sinfulness	 in	medieval	 drama	 is	 suggestive	 of	 the	 performance	 of	 the	 Jews	
since	 they	were	 believed	 to	 be	 particularly	 vulnerable	 to	 covetousness.	 Thus,	 it	 is	
possible	 that	 such	 a	 mask	 could	 have	 been	 used	 in	 the	 performance	 of	 Jewish	
characters	 in	 medieval	 drama.	 The	 noses	 of	 the	 Jew	masks	 may	 have	 been	 long,	
although	the	evidence	above	also	suggests	they	could	have	been	pointed,	hooked,	or	
crooked.		
Although	 the	 level	 of	 detail	 expressed	 in	 physiognomical	 texts	 such	 as	 the	
Little	Book	of	Physiognomy	 is	unlikely	 to	have	been	conveyed	 to	 the	audience	 in	a	











Jews	 throughout	 visual	 culture,	 but	 medieval	 cultural	 associations	 with	 Jewish	
identity.	 Since	 the	 disabilities	 and	 impairments	 of	 unconverted	 Jews	 in	 medieval	
drama	 can	 signify	 these	 same	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 impairments,	 it	 is	 valuable	 to	







































Meditations	 on	 the	 intense	 suffering	 of	 Christ	 were	 extremely	 common	 in	 the	
medieval	period	in	order	to	encourage	affective	piety.	The	consistent	reinforcement	
that	 the	 Jews	caused	 this	 suffering	 led	 to	 the	 stereotype	 that	 they	were	cruel	and	
barbaric	–	as	van	Court	has	pointed	out:	
	
if	 the	 Jews	were	 capable	 of	 deicide,	 they	were	 capable	 of	 any	
abomination	imaginable.142	
	
This	 idea	 is	 central	 to	 understanding	 the	 widespread	 negative	 social	 responses	
towards	 the	 Jews	 throughout	medieval	 culture.	 The	perception	of	 the	 Jews	 as	 the	
enemies,	 torturers	 and	 murderers	 of	 Christ	 are	 typical	 aspects	 of	 Jewish	
characterisation	 in	 medieval	 drama.	 This	 perception	 continued	 to	 be	 applied	 to	
contemporary	 Jews	 in	 accusations	 of	 host	 desecration,	 which	 also	 featured	 in	
medieval	drama	as	well	as	visual	culture	(see	fig.	9).	




in	 which	 Jews	 attacked	 the	 host	 wafer	 in	 the	 endeavour	 to	 disprove	
transubstantiation.143	Records	 from	 a	 court	 book	 in	 Schlettstadt	 in	 1409,	 even	








Christian	 stole	 a	 host	 wafer	 and	 carried	 it	 to	 a	 Jewish	 house.144	This	 Christian	
fabrication	of	host	desecration	provides	evidence	of	how	the	medieval	construction	
of	 Jewishness	and	 Jewish	barbarism	was	actively	perpetuated	 in	order	 to	 reinforce	
this	racial	stereotype.	
Similar	negative	social	responses	can	be	seen	in	the	idea	of	the	Jews	as	child	
murderers.	 A	 number	 of	 accusations	 were	 made	 against	 the	 Jews	 for	 murdering	
Christian	children,	with	notable	examples	being	the	murders	of	William	of	Norwich	in	
1144,	of	Hugh	of	Lincoln	 in	1255,	and	Simon	of	Trent	 in	1475.145	The	Jews’	cultural	
reputation	 for	 child	 murder	 (even	 of	 their	 own	 children)	 served	 to	 convey	 their	








In	 religious	 responses,	 the	 Jews	were	also	 considered	 to	be	morally	 and	 spiritually	
impaired	through	their	numerous	associations	with	the	devil.	These	associations	can	
be	 traced	back	 to	 the	New	Testament,	 since	 the	 Jews	 are	 referred	 to	by	Christ	 as	
being	‘of	your	father	the	devil’148	in	the	gospel	of	John	(8:44)	and	anti-Christian	Jews	
are	 described	 as	 ‘the	 synagogue	 of	 Satan’149	in	 the	 Book	 of	 Revelation	 (2:9).	 This	
perception	 of	 the	 Jews	 can	 also	 be	 found	 in	 medieval	 drama	 –	 in	 the	 Digby	






















of	 Jewish	 identity	 and	 perpetuated	 in	 medieval	 ideas	 about	 contemporary	 Jews.	
These	 responses	 to	 the	 Jews’	moral	 and	 spiritual	 corruption	are	 important	as	 they	
are	 specifically	 drawn	 upon	 in	 dramatic	 episodes,	 framing	 the	 physical	 or	
















In	 this	 chapter,	 the	 play-texts	 I	 examine	 concern	 the	 bodies	 of	 unconverted	 Jews	
who	 are	 presented	 with	 explicit	 physical	 or	 psychological	 disabilities	 and	
impairments.	The	reason	I	will	not	reflect	on	disability	and	impairment	in	the	bodies	
of	Old	Testament	Jews	or	Christians	of	Jewish	racial	descent,	is	that	these	bodies	do	
not	 reflect	or	 embody	 the	medieval	 cultural	 constructions	of	 Jewishness	discussed	
throughout	 the	 introduction.	 This	 is	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 non-Christianity	 is	 an	
essential	 component	 of	medieval	 constructions	 of	 Jewishness,	with	 the	 disabilities	
and	impairments	physiologically	associated	with	this	identity	(such	as	blindness	and	
insanity)	specifically	denoting	their	moral	and	spiritual	impairment.	
Although	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 Jewish	 characters	 in	 medieval	 drama	 are	 not	
presented	as	impaired,	these	characters	would	not	be	relevant	to	discuss	within	this	
thesis.	 However,	 it	 is	 worth	 considering	 why	 these	 Jews	 are	 not	 presented	 as	
physically	impaired.	The	Jews	feature	prominently	in	the	plays	of	Christ’s	Passion	as	
the	enemies,	 torturers	and	murderers	of	Christ,	but	 few	of	 these	characters	 suffer	
overt	 forms	 of	 disability	 or	 impairment.	 As	 Christ’s	 wounded	 body	 is	 the	 explicit	
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focus	 of	 many	 plays	 that	 involve	 the	 Jews,	 the	 wounded	 or	 impaired	 body	 has	 a	
signification	 that	 is	 in	 complete	 contrast	 to	 the	bodies	of	 the	disabled	or	 impaired	
Jews.	 Most	 importantly,	 no	 forms	 of	 physical	 or	 psychological	 impairment	 are	
associated	with	Christ’s	torturers	in	the	biblical	sources,	or	in	medieval	sources	that	
recall	 this	 episode.	 Furthermore,	 Jewish	 embodied	 difference,	 moral	 and	 spiritual	
impairment,	which	can	be	signified	 in	any	marker	of	Jewish	 identity,	are	aspects	of	
their	identity	that	are	already	represented	in	their	role	in	Christ’s	Passion.		
Of	 course,	 not	 all	 unconverted	 Jews	 were	 depicted	 or	 portrayed	 as	 being	
physically	 afflicted	 or	 impaired	 (even	 though	 they	 would	 have	 been	 considered	
spiritually	impaired).	If	the	symbolic	image	of	the	owl	conveys	Jewish	blindness	and	




Not	 all	 of	 the	 disabilities	 and	 impairments	 associated	 with	 the	 Jews	 and	
discussed	 in	 this	 chapter	 appear	 in	 medieval	 drama:	 there	 is	 no	 Jewish	 leprosy,	
hemorrhoids,	male-menstruation,	or	excess	of	melancholy.	This	may	be	due	to	 the	
fact	 that	 with	 the	 exception	 of	 leprosy,	 these	 conditions	 would	 not	 be	 visible	 in	






symbol	 of	 spiritual	 incompleteness,	 and	 the	 hands	 are	 restored	 again	 upon	
conversion	 to	 Christianity.	 These	 afflictions	 are	 significant	 considering	 the	 Jewish	
synonymy	with	bodily	 infirmity.	Even	 though	 these	afflictions	differ	 from	the	more	













exhibit	mad	 behaviour	 and	 lose	 control	 of	 their	 bodies,	making	 it	 a	 useful	 play	 to	
examine	 in	 terms	 of	 how	 the	 Jewish	 identity	 is	 being	 used	 and	what	 it	 is	 used	 to	
convey	through	these	various	afflictions	of	the	body.	
As	conversion	 Jews	make	up	a	special	 category	within	 this	chapter,	 the	 last	
three	 plays	 which	 I	 discuss	 are	 the	 Croxton	 Play	 of	 the	 Sacrament,	 the	 N-Town	
Assumption	 of	Mary	 and	 the	 Conversion	 of	 St.	 Paul.	 These	 three	 plays	 all	 feature	
Jews	 who	 receive	 disabilities	 or	 impairments	 after	 committing	 hostile	 acts	 to	
Christians,	but	are	cured	upon	their	conversion	to	Christianity	(with	the	exception	of	
the	 Third	 Prince	 in	 the	 N-Town	 Assumption	 of	 Mary	 who	 does	 not	 convert	 and	
consequently	goes	to	Hell).	In	the	Croxton	Play	of	the	Sacrament,	the	disabilities	and	
impairments	of	the	Jews	include	wounding,	dismemberment	and	madness,	the	latter	
two	 of	 which	 also	 feature	 in	 the	 N-Town	 Assumption	 of	 Mary,	 in	 addition	 to	
blindness.	 These	 two	 plays	 are	 also	 valuable	 to	 examine	 in	 terms	 of	 how	 touch	 is	
involved	 in	 the	miraculous	 healing	 of	 the	 Jews.	 The	 final	 play	 I	 discuss,	 the	 Digby	
Conversion	 of	 St.	 Paul,	 includes	 blindness	 and	 lameness	 as	 a	 divine	 punishment,	
dramatising	 the	metaphorical	blindness	of	 the	 Jews	 through	 the	acquisition	of	 this	





The	 twelfth-century	Anglo-Norman	French	Play	of	Adam	 [PoA]	makes	a	 fascinating	
connection	between	the	sickness	of	the	Jewish	body	and	disbelief	in	Christianity.	The	






























own	 faith,	 casting	 himself	 in	 the	 role	 of	 the	 non-believer.	 Asking	 whether	 the	
prophecy	is	taken	from	the	written	scripture,	the	Jew	demonstrates	his	flesh-bound	
thinking.	 Ironically,	 he	 also	 highlights	 his	 impaired	 spiritual	 understanding	 in	 his	









although	 Isaiah	 quotes	 material	 from	 the	 Book	 of	 Isaiah,	 he	 also	 makes	 a	 highly	












this	 reason,	 it	 is	 noteworthy	 that	 a	 number	 of	 associations	 of	 intellectual	 and	
spiritual	 impairment	 are	made	 in	 this	 play,	 as	 this	 highlights	 the	medieval	 cultural	
constructions	 of	 Jewish	 identity	 as	 belonging	 to	 the	 contemporary,	 unconverted	
Jews.	
It	 is	 likely	 that	 the	 theological	 difference	 between	 Isaiah	 and	 the	 Jew	was	
reflected	 in	 their	 contrasting	 appearances.	 The	 Jew	 may	 have	 been	 portrayed	
through	 identifiable	 Jewish	 clothing,	 as	 the	 stage-directions	 reveal	 that:	 [s.d.	 Then	
someone	from	the	synagogue	will	stand	up]	(PoA,	aft.	l.	896)153	at	his	entry	into	the	
play,	 suggesting	 the	 character’s	place	of	worship	 is	 apparent	 from	his	appearance.	
For	 Isaiah,	 the	stage-directions	 indicate	that	he	 is:	 [s.d.	holding	a	book	 in	his	hand,	





by	 showing	 him	 his	 hands	 so	 that	 he	 may	 read	 his	 palms,	 undermining	 (and	
underestimating)	the	prophet	by	treating	him	like	a	foretuneteller.	In	this	test,	once	


























Isaiah	 therefore	 asserts	 that	 the	 Jew’s	 impaired	 spiritual	 beliefs	 are	 rooted	 in	 his	
unhealthy	heart	–	an	organ	that	has	symbolic	connections	to	belief,	as	it	does	in	the	
words	 of	 St.	 Augustine.	 The	 diagnosis	 of	 the	 Jew’s	 sickness	 as	 ‘villainy’	 (felonie)	 is	
also	especially	notable,	as	 it	suggests	wicked	or	criminal	behaviour.	This	reflects	on	
the	 role	of	 the	 Jews	as	villains	 in	 the	persecution,	 torture	and	murder	of	Christ,	 in	
addition	 to	more	 contemporary	 claims	 about	 host	 desecrations	 and	 child	murder.	
Thus,	 the	 sickness	 of	 the	 Jew,	which	 is	 located	 in	 his	 heart	 as	 a	metaphor	 for	 his	
spiritual	impairment,	also	corresponds	with	his	moral	impairment.	
As	the	Jew	goes	on	to	ask	for	confirmation:	‘Am	I	sick,	then?’	(PoA,	l.	917),158	
Isaiah	 responds	 that	 the	 sickness	 is:	 ‘Of	disbelief’	 (PoA,	 l.	 918).159	Isaiah’s	 response	










suggestions	 that	 this	 sickness	 is	 rooted	 in	 the	 Jew’s	 physiology,	 his	 sick	 heart	 also	
























Here,	 as	 the	 Jew	 reflects	 on	 his	 power	 to	 accept	 and	 to	 listen	 to	 the	 wisdom	 of	
Isaiah,	it	is	particularly	striking	that	he	speaks	as	a	representative	of	all	unconverted	
Jews.	This,	in	turn,	suggests	that	both	the	Jew	and	Isaiah	are	aware	that	the	sickness	
of	 disbelief	 that	 Isaiah	 ‘diagnoses’	 in	 the	 Jew	 is	 a	 sickness	 that	 belongs	 to	 all	
unconverted	Jews.	It	is	thus	of	further	importance	that	the	Jew	holds	out	his	hands	
as	a	means	of	testing	Isaiah	as	to	whether	his	heart	 is	healthy	or	sick,	because	this	







The	 Jew’s	 sudden	acceptance	of	 Isaiah’s	wisdom	suggests	his	 conversion	 to	
Christianity,	 since	 he	 forgoes	 the	 disbelief	 that	 he	 was	 said	 to	 be	 sick	 from.	 The	
conversion	 of	 the	 Jew	 would	 also	 make	 sense	 in	 the	 presentation	 of	 a	 Christian	
victory:	 a	 standard	aspect	of	 the	 staged	dialogues	 in	 the	 twelfth	 century.	 Yet,	 it	 is	
curious	that	Isaiah	seems	to	inform	the	Jew	that	he	cannot	be	cured	in	this	lifetime,	
especially	 since	 the	 Jew	 forgoes	 his	 disbelief.	 It	 is	 possible	 that	 Isaiah	may	 either	
imply	that,	overall,	the	Jewish	sickness	of	disbelief	will	not	be	cured	in	this	lifetime,	
or	that,	with	conversion,	the	Jew	may	be	cured	in	the	afterlife.	
The	dramatisation	of	 the	Old	Testament	and	contemporary	 Jew	 in	 this	play	
clearly	uses	belief	 in	Christianity	as	a	means	 to	 create	a	distinction	between	 these	
two	 characters	 –	 a	distinction	 that	may	also	have	been	highlighted	 in	 the	physical	
performance	 of	 the	 play.	 The	 distinctions	 of	 the	 contemporary	 Jew	 present	 how	
disbelief	in	Christianity	is	a	central	component	of	the	medieval	constructions	of	the	
Jewish	identity.	Furthermore,	the	discussion	of	the	sickness	of	the	Jew’s	body	locates	
the	 spiritual	 and	 moral	 impairment	 of	 the	 Jew	 in	 his	 physical	 body.	 Thus,	 the	
unconverted	 Jew	 embodies	 a	 sickness	 that	 is	 interrelated	 with	 disbelief	 in	





The	 N-Town	 Betrayal	 deals	 with	 the	 subject	 of	 Christ’s	 betrayal	 by	 Judas.	 I	 first	
examine	the	group	of	ten	Jews	who	come	to	arrest	Christ	but	are	struck	down	as	he	
appears	 before	 them.	 These	 same	 Jews	 later	 appear	 to	 be	 afflicted	with	 insanity,	
which	I	will	explore	in	relation	to	their	impaired	understanding	of	Christianity.		
In	 the	 same	 play,	 Peter	 strikes	 off	 the	 ear	 of	 the	 Jew	 Malchus.	 Christ’s	
miraculous	 healing	 of	 the	 ear	 is	 treated	 differently	 from	 those	 miracles	 we	 find	
elsewhere	 in	 the	 conversion	 plays,	making	 this	 impairment	 a	 valuable	 example	 to	
explore.	 Records	 of	 the	 audience’s	 response	 to	Malchus’	 dismembered	 ear	 (at	 an	
unknown	performance)	in	an	early-sixteenth-century	criticism	of	continental	Passion	
plays	by	Juan	Luis	Vives,	a	Valencian	scholar	and	humanist,	also	allow	insight	into	the	
signification	 of	 his	 wound	 and	 wider	 perceptions	 of	 the	 Jews,	 as	 I	 shall	 go	 on	 to	
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This	 is	 based	 on	 the	 account	 in	 the	 gospel	 of	 John	 (18:6),	 and	 in	 both	 instances,	
Christ	 confirming	 his	 identity,	 revealing	 himself	 to	 the	 Jews	 is	 a	 theophany:	 a	
revelation	of	God.	It	is	thus	a	sign	to	the	Jews	that	they	are	in	the	presence	of	God	–	
a	 sign	 that	 they	 fail	 to	 acknowledge	 or	 understand	 correctly	 in	 their	 continued	
disbelief.	This	violent	 impact	of	Christ	upon	the	Jews	also	presents	an	image	of	the	
symbolic	power	of	Christianity	over	Judaism.		
In	 the	 following	 N-Town	 play,	 the	 Trial	 Before	 Annas	 and	 Cayphas	 [NT.	 TB	






















their	 backs	 indicates	 that	 their	 falls	 are	 individual,	 rather	 than	 uniform	 and	
synchronised,	which	may	have	been	a	source	of	humour	for	the	audience.	
	 It	 is	difficult	to	place	this	momentary	loss	of	physical	control	neatly	 into	the	
context	 of	 disability	 and	 impairment.	 Nonetheless,	 it	 is	 vital	 to	 consider	 how	 this	
temporary	 bodily	 affliction	 reflects	 specifically	 on	 the	 inability	 of	 the	 Jews	 to	
recognise	or	understand	the	signs	of	God.	This	demonstration	of	the	Jews’	spiritual	
impairment	is	then	highlighted	further	in	the	temporary	madness	the	Jews	appear	to	
exhibit.	 This,	 in	 turn,	 is	 noteworthy	 due	 to	 the	 cultural	 connection	 between	 the	
madness	of	the	Jews	and	their	impaired	perceptions	of	Christianity.	
As	Judas	betrays	Christ	with	a	kiss,	the	stage	directions	indicate	that	the	Jews	








they	 were	 mad,	 it	 cannot	 be	 ignored	 that	 unconverted	 Jews	 are	 already	
physiologically	 associated	 with	 madness	 in	 medieval	 cultural	 thought.	 This	 mad	
behaviour	and	pulling	of	Christ	is	not	mentioned	in	any	of	the	biblical	passages	that	
deal	 with	 his	 betrayal	 and	 arrest,	 suggesting	 that	 the	 playwright	 has	 deliberately	
chosen	to	represent	the	Jews	in	this	way.	
In	 the	 N-Town	 Betrayal,	 the	 Jews	 lose	 control	 over	 their	 ability	 to	 remain	
standing,	 the	control	of	 their	hands,	and	 their	behaviour	as	 they	madly	pull	 at	 the	
body	of	Christ,	embodying	 their	disbelief.	Overall,	 these	physical	and	psychological	
















to	Christianity	and	to	become	both	physically	and	spiritually	 ‘whole’,	 in	contrast	 to	
the	‘conversion	plays’,	which	will	be	discussed	below.	Malchus	not	only	differs	from	
















It	 is	 worth	 considering	 whether	 the	 momentary	 loss	 of	 Malchus’	 ear	















ear,	which	 is	 only	 sustained	 in	 Peter’s	 defence	 of	 Christ’s	 arrest	 (following	 Judas’s	
betrayal).	Consequently,	 the	 idea	of	 the	damaged	body	and	soul	 reflects	on	all	 the	
Jews,	 in	 their	 assistance	 of	 Judas	 in	 betraying	 Christ.	 This	 can	 also	 be	 interpreted	
from	Christ’s	warning	that	‘he	that	smyth	with	swerd,	with	swerd	shal	be	smete’	(NT.	
Betrayal,	l.	108),	which	is	also	(metaphorically)	applicable	to	the	Jews,	implying	that	
they	will	 receive	 comeuppance	 for	 their	 assistance	 in	 the	 betrayal	 of	 Christ.	 Thus,	
Malchus’	incomplete	ear	does	interact	with	both	his	morally	and	spiritually	impaired	









Then	 comes	 Peter,	 and	 cuttes	 off	Malchus	 eare,	 and	 then	 all	






appears	 to	 morally	 sanction	 the	 violence	 against	 the	 Jews	 in	 their	 role	 as	 the	







turn,	 this	 sanctioning	 of	 Jewish	 impairment	 reflects	 the	 signification	 of	 moral	
corruption	that	was	attached	to	the	Jewish	body.		
The	 severing	of	Malchus’	 ear	 in	 the	N-Town	 Betrayal	 is	 likely	 to	have	been	
performed	with	a	false	ear.	As	earlier	stage	directions	of	the	play	indicate	that	some	
of	 the	 Jews	 are	 dressed	 in	 armour	 and	 coats	 of	mail,	 it	 is	 possible	 that	 the	 actor	
playing	Malchus	could	have	worn	armour	over	his	head,	with	false	ears	attached	to	
the	side	in	some	form.	Christ’s	healing	miracle	would	therefore	place	the	severed	ear	
back	 into	 this	 position.	 Although	 we	 can	 only	 speculate	 how	 long	 it	 took	 for	 the	
severing	and	miraculous	cure	of	the	ear	to	be	performed,	the	language	of	Vives,	 in	
addition	to	the	audience	response,	suggests	 that	a	substantial	amount	of	Malchus’	
ear	 is	 detached	 from	 his	 body,	 with	 a	 visible	 injury	 caused	 through	 the	 violent	
actions	 of	 Peter.	Moreover,	 since	 the	 ear	 features	 in	 Christ’s	 healing	miracle,	 this	
also	suggests	that	the	injury	sustained	must	be	significant	in	order	to	visually	display	
Christ’s	miracle.		
The	 audience’s	 enjoyment	 and	 approval	 of	 the	 severing	 of	 Malchus’	 ear	
provides	 evidence	 of	 its	 visibility	 before	 the	 audience.	 Vives	 suggests	 that	 the	





The	 Croxton	 Play	 of	 the	 Sacrament	 [PotS]	 is	 a	 fifteenth-century	 play-text	 that	
dramatises	the	conversion	of	a	group	of	Syrian	Jews	to	Christianity.	The	five	Jewish	
characters	 of	 the	 play	 are	 all	 defined	 as	 Jewish	 through	 their	 names:	 Jonathas,	
(Judeus	 Primus,	 Magister),	 Jason	 (Judeus	 Secundus),	 Jasdon	 (Judeus	 Tertius),	
Masphat	 (Judeus	 Quartus),	 and	 Malchus	 (Judeus	 Quintus),	 which	 suggests	 their	
function	as	an	embodiment	of	Jewish	identity	in	the	eyes	of	medieval	Christianity.		








The	 scene	 of	 violent	 host	 desecration	 presents	 the	 Jews	 symbolically	 re-
enacting	the	crucifixion	of	Christ,	stabbing	the	wafer	five	times.	This	symbolic	action	
recapitulates	 the	 typical	 role	 of	 the	 Jews	 in	 medieval	 drama	 as	 the	 enemies,	
torturers	and	murderers	of	Christ.	As	the	Jews	receive	physical	afflictions	after	their	
desecration	 of	 the	 host,	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	 consider	 what	 the	 Jewish	 characters	
signify	through	the	impairment	of	their	bodies.	The	cure	and	conversion	of	the	Jews	
is	also	an	 important	element	of	what	their	afflictions	signify	about	their	 identity	as	
unconverted	 Jews	 specifically,	 especially	 since	 it	 is	 conversion	 to	 Christianity	 that	
results	 in	 the	 lifting	 of	 disability	 and	 impairment.	 Notably,	 it	 is	 in	 repeating	 the	
suffering	and	mutilation	of	the	Passion	that	the	Jews	are	converted.	
A	 number	 of	 scholars	 have	 questioned	 if	 the	 Jews	 in	 the	 Play	 of	 the	
Sacrament	 genuinely	 represent	 Jews,	 or	 stand	 for	 Lollards	 or	 other	 heretical	
believers.	Chief	among	them,	Cecilia	Cutts’	influential	essay	of	1944,	argues	that	the	
figure	 of	 the	 Jew	 in	 the	 Croxton	 Play	 of	 the	 Sacrament	 is	 used	 to	 represent	 the	




































Jewish	spiritual	alterity,	 in	order	to	represent	the	 insanity	of	Christianity	 in	 its	false	
beliefs.	 This	 heightens	 the	 irony	 of	 his	 words,	 for	 the	 Jews’	 incapacity	 for	 faith	 is	
connected	with	 their	own	afflictions	with	 insanity	 later	 in	 the	play.	 Thus,	 the	 Jews	




commit	 ‘To	 prove	 in	 thys	 brede	 yf	 ther	 be	 eny	 lyfe’	 (PotS,	 l.	 460).	 Thus,	 the	 Jews	
examine	 the	 physical	 reality	 of	 the	 wafer	 in	 order	 to	 test	 the	 physical	 reality	 of	
Christ.	The	Jews	begin	to	suffer	from	physical	and	psychological	impairments	shortly	
after	their	tests	upon	the	host	wafer	have	begun.	After	Jason,	Jasdon,	Masphat,	and	


















His	 comments	 about	 committing	 suicide	 by	 drowning	 himself	 correspond	 with	
William	of	Newburgh’s	remarks	about	the	madness	of	the	Jews.	The	madness	of	the	
character	also	 features	 in	 the	stage	directions:	 [s.d.	Her	he	renneth	wood	with	the	
Ost	in	hys	hond]	(PotS,	aft.	 l.	503),	which	describes	the	physical	performance	of	his	
condition	 through	his	 erratic	movements.	 The	dramatisation	of	 Jonathas’	 affliction	
portrays	the	power	of	the	host	wafer	and	the	challenge	this	presents	to	his	 Jewish	
disbelief.	 Since	 insanity	 was	 a	 condition	 that	 was	 particularly	 associated	 with	 the	














Jews	as	Christ’s	 torturers	and	murderers.	 Following	 this	 violence	 towards	 Jonathas	
his	hand	physically	comes	away	from	his	arm	as	is	indicated	in	the	stage	directions:	
[s.d.	 Here	 shall	 thay	 pluke	 the	 arme	 and	 the	 hond	 shall	 hang	 styll	 with	 the	
Sacrament]	(PotS,	aft.	l.	515).	Staging	evidence	of	the	special	effects	used	in	Bourges	






his	 body.	 The	 interpretation	 of	 Jonathas’	 dismembered	 hand	 as	 a	 symbol	 of	 his	
spiritual,	as	well	as	physical,	 incompleteness,	becomes	particularly	apparent	during	
its	role	within	his	cure	and	conversion.		












is	 going	 mad,	 thus	 providing	 another	 example	 of	 madness	 being	 attached	 to	 the	
spiritually	 impaired	Jewish	 identity.	 In	 this	 instance,	however,	 the	near-madness	of	
Malchus	 displays	 the	 challenge	 of	 this	 sight	 to	 his	 disbelief	 in	 Christianity.	 As	 this	
response	conveys	 that	his	beliefs	are	able	 to	be	challenged,	his	experience	of	mad	
fear	 is	 symbolic	of	his	potential	 to	convert	 to	Christianity.	The	same	 is	also	 true	of	
Jonathas	 –	 his	 wounds	 enable	 him	 to	 have	 empathy	 with	 Christ,	 and	 therefore	


















connection	 that	 the	dramatist	 specifically	 intends	 to	convey	 to	 the	audience.	Since	
transubstantiation	 is	 a	 doctrine	 that	 is	 focused	 on	 Christ’s	 resurrected	 body,	 it	 is	
significant	that	the	Jews’	desecration	of	the	host	parallels	the	Passion	of	Christ,	and	
causes	 their	 own	 physical	 impairment	 in	 this	 process.	 It	 is	 through	 the	 pain	 and	








The	 Jews	 are	 only	 cured	 of	 their	 afflictions	 in	 the	 moment	 that	 they	 convert,	
symbolising	the	spiritual	‘wholeness’	that	they	attain	through	belief	in	Christianity.	In	
an	 ironic	 parallel	 to	 Christ,	 their	 suffering	 is	 necessary	 to	 bring	 about	 redemption.	








In	 prompting	 the	 Jews	 to	 think	 upon	 their	 moral	 wrongdoings,	 Christ	 begins	 to	
spiritually	and	morally	reform	them.	Interestingly,	Christ	also	asks	the	Jews	‘Why	are	
ye	 so	 unstedfast	 in	 yor	 mynde?’	 (PotS,	 l.	 725)	 connecting	 the	 Jews’	 impaired	
understanding	to	their	persecution	of	Christianity	and	lack	of	faith.	Towards	the	end	








central	 focus	of	 late-medieval	 religious	devotion,	 the	 Jews	recognise	the	validity	of	














suffering	 as	 he	 has.	 Touching	 his	 own	 body	 in	 this	 process	 of	 healing	 echoes	
numerous	 examples	 of	 healing	 miracles	 in	 which	 healing	 occurs	 upon	 touching	
Christ,	especially	since	his	detached	hand	still	contains	the	host	wafer	–	a	symbol	of	
Christ’s	own	body.	The	restoration	of	Jonathas’	body	therefore	proves	and	parallels	












Christ,	 it	 is	particularly	interesting	that	Jonathas’	 love	and	acceptance	of	Christ	 into	
	 122	
his	 heart	 is	 specifically	 connected	 to	his	 own	wounded	and	 ‘spiritually	 penetrable’	
body.			
	









madness.	 This	demonstrates	 the	association	of	psychological	 impairment	and	non-
Christian	 alterity	 that	 was	 specifically	 attached	 to	 the	 Jewish	 identity.	With	 these	
words,	 Jonathas	 acknowledges	 the	 value	 of	 his	 suffering	 in	 the	 context	 of	 his	






how	 the	 Jews	 are	 represented	 distinctly,	 how	 their	 identity	 is	 used,	 and	 whether	
these	contrasts	suggest	a	specifically	Jewish	identity,	or	their	symbolism	of	another	
identity,	such	as	Lollards.	
Chemers	 has	 argued	 against	 Cutts	 in	 suggesting	 that	 ‘the	 stage-Jew	 is	 not	
sufficiently	dynamic	to	act	as	a	surrogate	for	a	heretical	Lollard’.172	However,	he	does	
interpret	 Jewish	 identity	 in	 the	 play	 as	 being	 ‘fluid	 enough	 to	 surrogate	 other	
identities’.173	In	particular,	he	observes	that:	
	









Chemers	 uses	 evidence	 such	 as	 the	 Jews	 calling	 upon	Mohammed	 in	 the	 play	 to	
highlight	 this	 ‘conflation’	 of	 the	 Jewish	 and	Muslim	 identity.175	He	 also	 points	 out	
that	 Aristorius	 is	 a	merchant	 in	 Aragon	 (a	 land	 that	 the	 Christians	 had	 lost	 to	 the	
Muslims	in	the	twelfth	century),	in	the	year	1461	(the	year	Trebizond	was	lost	to	the	
Turks),	 thus	 drawing	 attention	 to	 the	 constricting	 borders	 of	 Christianity	 and	 the	




Jews	 had	 not	 constituted	 a	 serious	 political,	 military,	 or	









the	 Jews	 torturing	 Christ	 or	murdering	 children	 continue	 to	 be	 produced	 into	 the	
fifteenth	 century,	 even	 though,	 in	 England,	 stories	 of	 child	murder	 date	 from	 the	
twelfth	 and	 thirteenth	 centuries.179	The	 author	 of	 the	 play	 clearly	 draws	 upon	
stereotypes	of	the	Jews,	and	not	only	is	the	scene	of	the	host	desecration	consistent	
with	reports	from	chronicles	and	sermons	throughout	Europe,	but	tales	of	Jews	who	

















that	 the	 figure	of	 the	 Jew	 is	used	 to	 represent	 the	 contemporary	 Lollard	 threat	 to	
Christianity.	Whilst	 Cutts	 draws	 attention	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 Jews	 are	 specifically	
represented	 as	merchants	 in	 the	 play,	 she	 perceives	 that	 this	 is	 merely	 ‘another	
attempt	to	draw	closer	the	parallel	of	the	persecution	of	the	host	to	the	Crucifixion	
of	 Christ’.181	This	 reading	 of	 the	 play	 does	 not	 take	 into	 account	 the	 significant	










the	 Croxton	Play	 of	 the	 Sacrament.	 Like	 the	 Jews,	 Aristorius	 is	 spiritually	 weak	 to	
covetousness,	which	 is	 reflected	 through	 his	morally	 corrupt	 commodification	 and	
trade	 of	 Christ’s	 body	 in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 host	 wafer.	 This	 role	 of	 Aristorius	 as	 a	
merchant	highlights	his	moral	similarities	to	the	Jews,	not	only	since	Jonathas	is	also	
a	merchant,	but	due	to	the	 late-medieval	anxieties	about	the	mercantile	trade	and	












impairment	 that	 can	 be	 located	 within	 the	 Christian	 body.	 There	 are	 two	 crucial	
differences	 between	 the	 bodies	 of	 Jonathas	 and	 Aristorius	 in	 spite	 of	 their	
similarities:	Aristorius	is	not	a	disbeliever,	and	neither	does	he	become	physically	or	
psychologically	impaired	or	afflicted.	
Contemporary	 anxieties	 over	 the	 merchant	 classes	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 the	
characterisation	of	both	 Jonathas	and	Aristorius.	Although	Aristorius	 is	not	directly	
responsible	 for	 the	 host	 desecration	 he	 is	 an	 accessory	 to	 it,	 and	 there	 are	many	
parallels	 drawn	 between	 Aristorius	 and	 Jonathas	 in	 the	 associations	 of	 their	
merchant	trade	with	spiritual	and	moral	corruption	and	even	racial	alterity.	For	this	
reason	 it	 is	 important	 that	 even	 in	 his	 Judas-like	 role	 providing	 the	host	wafer	 for	
money,	Aristorius	suffers	no	disability,	impairment	or	affliction	to	his	Christian	body,	
even	though,	like	the	Jews,	he	is	spiritually	and	morally	corrupt.		




directly	 connects	 his	 identity	 with	 the	 Jews	 and	 demonstrates	 his	 respect	 for	 the	
race	in	his	description	of	their	nobility.	Aristorius	is	also	linked	to	Jonathas’	spiritual	
alterity	when	 Jonathas	blesses	him	 in	 the	name	of	 the	god	Mohammed	to	express	
his	gratitude:	‘Syr	almyghty	Machomyght	be	with	yow’	(PotS,	l.	332).185	
Despite	his	considerable	wealth,	Aristorius	 is	 still	 tempted	by	covetousness,	
strongly	 reflecting	 the	 local	 and	 contemporary	 anxieties	 about	 the	 corrupting	
influences	 of	 profit.	 For	 instance,	 the	 first	 two	 times	 he	 is	 offered	 one	 hundred	
pounds	 for	 the	host	wafer,	he	answers	 ‘I	woll	not	 for	an	hundder	pownd’	 (PotS,	 l.	
288)	because	it	is	‘so	lytell	a	walew	in	conscyence	to	stond	bownd’	(PotS,	l.	290),	but	
this	 is	 the	 exact	 value	 it	 takes	 Jonathas	 to	 bribe	 him,	 moments	 later.	 Aristorius’	
spiritual	impairment	in	his	vulnerability	to	the	sin	of	covetousness	highlights	his	lack	
of	religious	devotion,	since	it	is	for	profit	that	he	violates	the	holy	sacrament	of	the	






spiritual	 identity	 as	 a	 Christian,	 since	 he	 uses	 the	 body	 of	 Christ	 as	 a	 commodity.	
However,	this	excessive	wealth	reflects	more	negatively	on	Jonathas’	character	than	
it	 does	 on	 Aristorius,	 as	 there	 were	 specific	 negative	 associations	 of	 Jews	 with	
excess,	greed,	usury	and	sloth	within	medieval	culture.	In	Aristorius’	case,	Presbyter	
highlights	 him	 as	 ‘worthy	 and	 notable	 in	 substance	 of	 good’	 (PotS,	 l.	 129),	 which	
provides	 a	 contrast	 to	 Jonathas	 in	 the	 positive	 associations	 of	 his	 wealth	 in	 his	
identity	as	a	Christian.	However,	 this	 inconsistent	 response	to	 Jewish	and	Christian	
mercantile	 trade	 also	 provides	 an	 example	 of	 the	 corrupting	 influences	 of	 trading	
that	 can	 go	 unnoticed	 in	 respectable	 Christian	 society,	 since	 Aristorius	 is	 guilty	 of	
simony.	
When	 Aristorius	 expresses	 his	 regrets	 about	 procuring	 the	 host	 wafer,	 he	









As	 the	 host	 wafer	 is	 symbolic	 of	 the	 body	 of	 Christ,	 Aristorius’	 reflection	 on	 the	
punishment	he	deserves	parallels	the	torment	endured	by	both	Christ	(in	the	form	of	
the	 wafer)	 and	 the	 dismembered	 hand	 of	 Jonathas	 when	 it	 is	 put	 in	 the	 oven.	
However,	whilst	Aristorius	suffers	no	actual	disability	or	 impairment	 in	punishment	
for	betraying	his	 faith,	 it	 is	 significant	 that	 rather	 than	 losing	a	hand	 like	 Jonathas,	












Jews	 (prior	 to	 their	 conversion).	 Thus,	 Aristorius’	 loss	 of	 stereotypical	 Jewish	
attributes	 such	 as	 covetousness	 and	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 impairment	 parallels	 the	
Jews’	change	in	identity	from	unconverted	Jews	to	Christians.	Aristorius	giving	up	his	
trade	 as	 a	merchant	 is	 also	 noteworthy	 in	 the	 context	 of	 contemporary	 anxieties	
about	 the	 mercantile	 trade.	 It	 is	 the	 sacrifice	 of	 his	 merchant	 career	 that	 forms	




is	 in	 testing	 the	host	 in	disbelief	 that	 the	 Jews	become	 impaired,	 symbolising	 their	
spiritual	incompleteness.	
The	 contemporary	 and	 local	 anxieties	 about	 the	 mercantile	 trade	 provide	
evidence	of	the	relevance	of	the	Jewish	identity	in	this	play.	Aristorius	is	so	driven	to	
make	money	 that	 he	 commits	 simony	 and	 betrays	 Christ	 (in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 host	
wafer),	 and	 this	 is	 surely	an	ultimate	expression	of	 this	anxiety	and	 the	moral	and	
spiritual	impact	of	the	mercantile	trade	upon	Christians.	The	fact	that	Aristorius	has	
been	 ‘among	 the	 Jewes	 jentle’	 (PotS,	 l.	 105),	 specifically	 highlights	 the	 similarity	
between	his	identity	and	that	of	the	Jews.	Thus,	the	Jews	are	necessary	not	only	for	
their	historical	role	in	the	persecution	and	murder	of	Christ	but	also	to	exhibit	more	
contemporary	 accusations	 such	 as	 covetousness	 and	 host	 desecration.	 They	 also	
clearly	 conform	 to	 medieval	 constructions	 of	 their	 identity	 in	 which	 they	 are	
consistently	associated	with	disability	and	impairment.		
Overall,	whilst	there	is	a	valid	comparison	to	be	made	between	the	Jews	and	
Lollards,	 who	 also	 denied	 transubstantiation,	 this	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 the	 Jews	
represent	Lollards	in	this	play.	Since	Aragon,	the	setting	of	the	play,	was	lost	to	the	
Muslims,	 it	 is	possible	this	may,	 in	part,	reflect	fear	of	Islam	and	the	threat	of	non-
Christianity.	 However,	 this	 loss	 was	 centuries	 earlier,	 and	 whether	 the	 audience	
would	have	specifically	connected	this	location	to	Islam,	rather	than	non-Christianity	
in	 general,	 is	 uncertain.	 Yet,	 this	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 the	 Jewish	 characters	 have	
been	specifically	designed	 to	 ‘stand-in’	 for	Muslims	or	any	other	heretical	 identity,	
even	 if	 faint	 echoes	 of	 the	 threat	 they	 pose	 can	 be	 recognised	 in	 the	 play.	 As	my	
	 128	
discussion	 has	 highlighted,	 the	 Jewish	 characters	 conform	 very	 strongly	 to	 the	
medieval	construction	of	Jewishness.	Whilst	the	Jews	may	not	have	posed	a	threat	at	
this	time,	the	most	obvious	and	relevant	threat	addressed	in	the	play	appears	to	be	




The	 Assumption	 of	 Mary	 [NT.	 AoM]	 dramatises	 the	 death,	 assumption	 and	
coronation	of	the	Virgin	Mary.	In	this	apocryphal	account	of	Mary’s	funeral,	the	Jews	
engage	 in	graphic	conversations	about	the	ways	 in	which	they	 intend	to	maim	and	
disrespect	her	body	 in	death.	They	believe	 that	 she	poses	a	 threat	 since	she	could	
unite	the	many	people	who	attend	upon	her	against	Judaism	and	the	Jews.	The	Jews’	
intention	to	 impair	and	disrespect	the	body	of	the	Virgin	 is	the	background	against	
which	their	moral	and	spiritual	 impairment	 is	highlighted,	and	it	 is	their	attempt	to	
act	on	 their	enmity	 that	 is	 the	catalyst	 for	 the	physical	and	psychological	disability	
and	impairment	with	which	they	are	afflicted	in	this	play.	
Psychological	 impairment	 is	 the	 affliction	 that	 is	 the	 most	 widely	 suffered	
among	 the	 unconverted	 Jews	 of	 this	 play,	 corresponding	 with	 medieval	
constructions	of	 Jewishness	 through	 the	associations	made	between	 the	devil,	 the	
Jews’	 incapacity	 for	 Christian	 faith,	 and	 their	 vulnerability	 to	 madness	 and	
melancholy.	 The	 play	 possesses	 a	 very	 similar	 format	 to	 the	 Croxton	 Play	 of	 the	
Sacrament,	 culminating	 in	 the	 cure	 and	 conversion	 of	 the	 Jewish	 characters	 who	




The	 impaired	 morality	 of	 the	 Jewish	 characters	 is	 consistently	 highlighted	
throughout	the	play,	not	only	in	how	it	conforms	to	medieval	cultural	constructions	
of	 Jewishness,	 but	 in	 how	 it	 comes	 to	 define	 the	 signification	 of	 their	 subsequent	
impairments	and	afflictions.	 It	 is	at	the	beginning	of	the	play,	as	the	Jewish	Soldier	













The	 Soldier	 not	 only	 describes	 his	 intent	 to	murder	 and	 torture	 the	 opponents	 of	
Judaism,	but	also	provides	detail	of	 the	 jagged	club	he	will	 use.	 This	 aspect	of	 the	
staging	 and	 performance	 of	 the	 unconverted	 Jews	 thus	 portrays	 them	 as	 barbaric	
and	bloodthirsty	from	the	outset.	
As	with	the	host	desecration	in	the	Croxton	Play	of	the	Sacrament,	the	Jews	












the	 Christian	 interpretation	 of	 Isaiah’s	 prophecy,	 that	 Christ	 is	 the	 prophesied	














This	 characterisation	 of	 the	 Jews	 as	 conspiring	 to	 desecrate	 Mary’s	 corpse	 was	













is	 at	 this	 point	 that	 he	 is	 first	 represented	 as	 suffering	 psychologically.	 Like	 the	
Croxton	Play	of	the	Sacrament,	the	Assumption	of	Mary	is	a	play	in	which	we	see	the	
pattern	 of	 unconverted	 Jews	 who	 are	 intent	 on	 harming	 Christians	 themselves	
suffering	affliction	in	the	process.	The	suffering	of	the	unconverted	Jews	becomes	a	
punishment	through	which	they	can	atone	and	convert	to	Christianity.		






obtain	Mary’s	 corpse.	 Following	 the	High	 Priest’s	 descent	 into	madness,	 all	 of	 the	
other	 Jewish	 characters	 then	proceed	 to	 display	 and	perform	 their	 own	 insanity	 –	






identity	 as	 Jews,	 particularly	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 medieval	 medical	 ideas	 about	
melancholia,	 since	melancholy	patients	may	 ‘cry	out	and	 jump	around,	and	wound	
themselves	 or	 others’.188	This	 description	 from	 Constantine’s	 On	 Melancholy	 is	 a	






















The	 Third	 Prince	 exhibits	 his	 madness	 in	 another	 physical	 display	 of	 frantic	
movement,	 which	 symbolises	 his	 impaired	 spiritual	 understanding.	 However,	 in	
contrast	 to	 the	 other	 Jews,	 the	 First	 Prince	 jumps	 onto	 Mary’s	 bier	 –	 the	 stage	
directions	indicate:	[s.d.	Here	the	madman	leaps	to	Maria’s	bier	and	hangs	there	by	
his	 hands]	 (NT.	AoM,	 aft.	 l.	 422),	 his	mental	 affliction	 prescribing	 his	 stage	 action.	
Consequently,	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 First	 Prince	 become	 attached	 to	 the	 bier,	 just	 as	













(NT.	AoM,	 l.	431).	 In	the	Golden	Legend,	 it	 is	the	Jewish	priest	who	leaps	to	Mary’s	
bier	and	is	subsequently	afflicted	with	pain.	His	disability	is	justified	in	that:	
	
because	he	had	 impiously	 tried	 to	 touch	 the	 corpse,	 his	 hands	
lost	 the	 power	 of	 touch.	 Both	 hands	 tore	 away	 at	 the	 elbows	
and	 clung	 to	 the	 litter,	 and	 the	 attacker	 was	 stricken	 with	
horrible	pain.189	
	
This	 provides	 evidence	 that	 physical	 disability	 and	 psychological	 impairment	 were	





he	can	do	to	save	himself	 is	 to	 ‘beleve	 in	 Jhesu	Criste,	oure	Saveyour’	 (NT.	AoM,	 l.	
434).	Upon	his	declaration	of	belief	 in	Christ,	the	First	Prince	is	able	to	come	down	
from	 the	bier,	physically	 intact.	Once	again	we	see	 that	 the	disabled	and	 impaired	
bodies	of	the	Jews	are	restored	and	made	physically	‘whole’	again	once	they	convert	















the	 Jewish	people	will	be	 cured	of	 through	a	 state	of	purity	and	 faith	 in	God.	This	
response	 to	 the	morally	 and	 spiritually	 impaired	 Jew	 locates	 these	 ‘defects’	 in	 the	
Jewish	physical	condition.	Peter	implies	that	conversion	to	Christianity	results	in	the	















believers,	 which	 are	 states	 that	 are	 both	 associated	 with	 melancholy,	 a	 humour	
which	 we	 know	 Albert	 the	 Great	 specifically	 associated	 with	 the	 Jewish	 body.190	
Judaism	 is	 thus	 represented	 as	 a	 sickness	 destroying	 the	 physical	 body.	 The	 First	
Prince’s	 attempt	 to	 convert	 the	other	 Jews	 is	 successful	 in	 the	 case	of	 the	 Second	




Demons	 take	 him	 to	Hell.	 Notably,	 the	 Third	 Prince’s	 comments	 about	 death,	 like	
those	of	Jonathas	in	the	Croxton	Play	of	the	Sacrament,	correspond	with	William	of	
Newburgh’s	remarks	about	the	madness	of	the	Jews.	






the	 Assumption	 of	 the	 Virgin	 from	 the	 Golden	 Legend,	 this	 appears	 to	 be	 the	






many	 of	 the	 negative	 characteristics	 of	 contemporary	 Jews,	 in	 terms	 of	 their	
associations	 with	 the	 devil,	 bloodthirstiness,	 and	 physiological	 and	 psychological	
affliction.	 Therefore,	 the	 representation	 of	 the	 impaired	 Jewish	 body	 in	 this	 play	
reflects	 and	 symbolises	 both	 historical	 and	 contemporary	 perceptions	 of	 Jewish	
moral	and	spiritual	deficit.	Since	Judaism	is	specifically	referred	to	as	a	sickness	that	











the	 Masons	 of	 this	 city	 have	 been	 accustomed	 to	 murmur	
among	themselves	about	their	pageant	in	the	Corpus	Christi	Play	
in	which	Fergus	was	beaten	because	the	subject	of	this	pageant	
is	 not	 contained	 in	 the	 sacred	 scripture	 and	 used	 to	 produced	
more	noise	and	laughter	than	devotion.191	
	
This	 provides	 striking	 evidence	 that	 the	 affliction	 of	 the	 Jews	 was	 a	 source	 of	
humour.	It	is	noteworthy	that	Fergus	the	Jew	is	‘beaten’	in	this	play,	as	this	does	not	





dismemberment	 of	 the	 Jew	 that	 touches	Mary’s	 bier,	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	 consider	
whether	 this	 affliction	 provoked	 laughter,	 as	 Vives	 found	 for	 the	 severing	 of	




tone	 is	not	made	explicit	 in	 the	actual	play-text,	 the	 same	audience	 response	may	
well	have	occurred	in	the	N-Town	Assumption	of	Mary.		
	 In	the	Assumption	of	Mary,	it	is	not	stated	explicitly	whether	the	First	Prince’s	
hands	 physically	 detach	 from	 his	 body,	 as	 they	 do	 in	 the	Golden	 Legend	 and	 the	
performance	of	 the	Funeral	of	 the	Virgin	 at	Bourges.193	The	stage	directions	of	 the	












other	 performances	 and	 accounts.	 Since	 the	 Jew	 is,	 ultimately,	 humiliated	 in	 his	
affliction	 it	 may	 have	 been	 a	 source	 of	 humour.	 Moreover,	 it	 is	 in	 this	 awkward	
situation	 of	 hanging	 from	 the	 bier	 that	 the	 First	 Prince	 not	 only	 understands	 the	
validity	 of	 Christianity,	 but	 has	 to	 ask	 a	 Christian	 for	 help.	 In	 Vives’	 account	 of	
reactions	to	the	severing	of	Malchus’	ear,	he	suggests	that	the	audience’s	enjoyment	
comes	from	a	feeling	that	Christ’s	betrayal	is	avenged.	This	illustrates	how	the	Jewish	
body	 of	 Malchus	 signifies	 his	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 impairment,	 since	 the	 audience	










The	Digby	Conversion	of	St.	Paul	 [CoSP]	 is	a	 fifteenth-century	play-text	that	 follows	
the	 conversion	 of	 Paul	 from	 Judaism	 to	 Christianity.	 As	 a	 saints’	 play	 the	
performance	may	have	taken	place	on	January	25th	for	the	Feast	of	the	Conversion	
of	 St.	 Paul.	 The	 play	 consists	 of	 three	 stations,	 the	 first	 concerning	 Paul’s	 spiritual	
corruption	 such	 as	 his	 worldliness;	 the	 second	 his	 encounter	 with	 God	 and	 his	
experience	 of	 disability	 on	 the	 road	 to	 Damascus;	 and	 in	 the	 third,	 the	 spiritual	
nature	of	his	conversion	and	the	restoration	of	his	body	from	its	temporary	affliction	
of	physical	disability	and	impairment.194	
As	St.	Paul	goes	on	to	become	a	particularly	 important	 figure	 in	Christianity	
after	his	conversion,	 the	Conversion	of	St.	Paul	 is	valuable	 for	 its	contrast	between	
the	disabled	and	 impaired	unconverted	Jewish	body	and	the	converted	and	healed	
Christian	 body.	 Since	 the	 play	 dramatises	 the	metaphorical	 blindness	 of	 the	 Jews	




In	his	opening	monologue	Paul	 swears	by	 ‘the	god	Bellyall’	 (CoSP,	 l.	 29),	 a	devil	 in	
both	Christian	and	Jewish	texts,	reflecting	the	associations	made	between	the	Jews,	
idolatry	 and	 the	 devil	 throughout	 late-medieval	 society	 and	 culture.	 Later,	 Belial	

















Paul’s	 association	 with	 the	 devil	 therefore	 clearly	 conforms	 to	 medieval	 cultural	
constructions	of	Jewishness.	
As	an	unconverted	Jew,	Paul’s	moral	and	spiritual	impairment	is	conveyed	in	
the	 play’s	 first	 station.	 The	moral	 and	 spiritual	 differences	 of	 this	 same	 character	
over	 the	process	of	his	 conversion	provide	a	 strong,	dramatic	 contrast.	One	of	 the	
sources	 for	 the	 play,	 the	 Golden	 Legend,	 draws	 attention	 to	 the	 celebrated	
conversion	of	St.	Paul	as	it	poses	the	question:	‘[w]hy	is	Paul’s	conversion	celebrated	











been	 informed	by	 late-medieval	sources	such	as	 the	Golden	Legend,	 in	which	he	 is	
described	to	be	susceptible	to	three	vices	that	are	each	associated	with	Jews:		
	
Paul	 had	 three	 vices,	 the	 first	 being	 wanton	 boldness	 …	 the	
second	 vice	 was	 insolent	 pride…	 [t]he	 third	 was	 that	 he	
understood	the	Law	according	to	the	flesh.197	
	
There	 are	 a	 number	 of	 ways	 in	 which	 Paul’s	 pride	 is	 evident	 from	 his	 initial	
characterisation.	 His	 boasts	 of	 fine	 clothing	may	 have	 local	 connotations	 of	 sin	 in	


















echoes	 the	 theatrical	 stereotype	 of	 the	 boasting	 tyrant.	 This	 boldness	 is	 also	





































highlights,	 contrasts	 with	 the	 faith	 of	 the	 heart,	 is	 also	 applicable	 to	 other	
unconverted	 Jews	 in	 medieval	 drama,	 such	 as	 the	 Jew	 in	 the	 Play	 of	 Adam	 who	
interprets	 Isaiah’s	 description	 of	 the	 Tree	 of	 Jesse	 literally.	 Similarly,	 the	 Croxton	
Jews	 endeavour	 to	 test	 the	 doctrine	 of	 transubstantiation	 in	 their	 physical	
manipulation	 of	 the	 host	 wafer.	 In	 both	 the	 Play	 of	 the	 Sacrament	 and	 the	
Conversion	 of	 St.	 Paul,	 the	 Jews	 are	 only	 able	 to	 attain	 belief	 upon	 their	 literal,	
physical	 experiences	 or	 examinations	 (of	 blindness	 and	 the	 properties	 of	 the	 host	
wafer	 respectively).	 Paul’s	 blindness	 and	 Jonathas’	 mutilation	 subsequent	 to	




Paul’s	 cruel	 intention	 to	 persecute	 the	 disciples,	 all	 Christian	 men,	 women	 and	
children	without	mercy	(CoSP,	ll.	170-182),	morally	justifies	his	divine	punishment	of	




Malchus’	ear.	 This	points	 to	 the	 fact	 that	Paul’s	 character	 is	handled	differently	 to	
other	 Jews	 in	 medieval	 drama:	 despite	 being	 a	 disabled,	 unconverted	 Jew,	 he	 is	
























Although	 a	 live	 horse	may	 have	 been	 used	 in	 the	 performance,	 it	 is	 unclear	 how	
Paul’s	 fall	 from	 the	 horse,	 resulting	 in	 his	 lameness,	 was	 performed.199	The	 stage-
directions	 suggest	 that	 Paul	 is	 struck	 by	 lightning,	 and	 it	 is	 possible	 that	 fireworks	
could	have	been	used	in	order	to	dramatise	the	lightning	as	there	is	evidence	of	the	
use	 of	 fireworks	 in	 a	 number	 of	medieval	 dramatic	 performances.200	The	 sound	of	
thunder	 could	 have	 been	 dramatised	 with	 the	 use	 of	 gunpowder	 or	 by	making	 a	
noise	 offstage	 –	 there	 is	 evidence	 of	 the	 use	 of	 gunpowder	 in	 the	 1552-3	 King’s	
College	production	of	Hippolytus	and	an	item	called	a	‘thunder	Barell’	also	appears	in	
the	 inventory	 for	 St.	 John’s	 College	 assigned	 to	 1541-2.201	Special	 effects	 such	 as	





























with	withered	 hands,	 he	 instantly	 turns	 to	 Peter	 for	 help.	 Since	 Paul’s	 disability	 is	
symbolic	 of	 his	 disbelief,	 this	 suggests	 that	 it	 is	 in	 the	 help	 both	 he	 and	 the	 First	







particular	 focus	 on	 pride	 –	 a	 sin	 associated	with	 the	 Jews.	 Preaching	 this	 sermon	












also	 reflective	 of	 his	 own	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 transgressions	 as	 a	 Jew,	 for	 he	







This	 vanity	 and	 vainglory	 of	which	 Paul	 speaks	 is	 another	way	 of	 representing	 his	
misplaced	 pride	 in	 Judaism	 over	 Christianity.	 This	 direct	 correspondence	 of	 pride	
with	Paul’s	disability	demonstrates	how	this	affliction	signifies	his	moral	and	spiritual	
impairment.	For	 instance,	 in	 the	 text	of	 the	Golden	Legend	pride	 is	 represented	as	
the	sin	that	is	directly	responsible	for	Paul’s	blindness,	for	Christ	commands	Paul	to:	
‘Take	 upon	 yourself	 the	 depths	 of	my	 humility	 and	 rid	 your	 eyes	 of	 the	 scales	 of	











And	 immediately	there	fell	 from	his	eyes	as	 it	were	scales,	and	
he	received	his	sight;	and	rising	up,	he	was	baptised.203		
	
Significantly,	 the	 Golden	 Legend	 associates	 the	 sin	 of	 pride	 with	 another	 defect,	
when	 it	 is	 referred	 to	 as	 ‘the	 tumour	 of	 pride’.204	Thus,	 the	 sin	 of	 pride	 can	 be	
physically	 manifested	 in	 both	 the	 disability	 and	 deformity	 of	 the	 body.	 As	 Paul’s	
disability	 is	 symbolic	of	 his	metaphorical	 blindness	 to	Christian	 truth,	 this	 suggests	























In	 both	 of	 the	 appeals	 for	 forgiveness,	 it	 is	 noteworthy	 that	 there	 is	 consistent	
reference	 to	 the	 heart,	 which	 also	 features	 in	 the	 Play	 of	 Adam	 when	 the	
unconverted	 Jew	asks	 Isaiah	whether	his	heart	 is	healthy	or	 sick.	These	 references	
evoke	 Christian	 ideas	 about	 belief,	 for	 as	 St.	 Augustine	 stated,	 rather	 than	
understanding	according	to	the	flesh,	‘it	is	great	to	believe	in	Christ	with	the	eyes	of	
the	heart’.205	Paul’s	words	also	reveal	that	he	wishes	to	endure	penitential	suffering.	
This	 reflects	 on	 his	 previous	 suffering,	 drawing	 a	 distinction	 between	 his	 divine	
affliction	with	disability	and	impairment	and	his	willingness	to	endure	penance.	It	is	
ultimately	the	sacrament	of	penance	that	can	prevent	Paul	from	going	to	Hell	for	his	
sins.	 Wheatley	 raises	 an	 important	 point	 about	 how	 the	 playwright	 is	 specifically	
using	the	disability	of	blindness,	explaining	that:		
	
the	 playwright’s	 divergence	 from	 the	 biblical	 narrative	 creates	














This	 appeal	 from	 Paul	 to	 the	 audience	 using	 the	metaphor	 of	 sight	 suggests	 that	
while	 blindness	 and	 lack	 of	 self-discipline	 are	 both	 associated	 with	 the	 Jews,	
Christians	 too	 can	 be	warned	 of	 these	 dangers	 through	 this	 same	metaphor.	 This	
suggests	 that	 upon	 his	 conversion	 Paul	 becomes	 a	 didactic	 exemplum	 for	 proper	
Christian	 devotion,	 and	 that	 blindness	 carries	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 connotations	
beyond	the	confines	of	the	Jewish	body.		
	 Overall,	St.	Paul	is	represented	with	many	characteristics	associated	with	the	









This	 chapter	 demonstrates	 that	 the	 disability	 and	 impairment	 of	 the	 unconverted	
Jews	 always	 signifies	 their	moral	 and	 spiritual	 impairment	 in	medieval	 drama.	 The	
portrayal	of	these	Jews	has	been	shown	to	correspond	with	medieval	constructions	
of	Jewishness	 in	a	number	of	ways.	Their	madness	and	blindness,	 for	 instance,	can	
be	 understood	 to	 signify	 their	 impaired	 spiritual	 understanding.	 Likewise,	 the	
dismemberment	 of	 Jonathas	 in	 the	 Croxton	 Play	 of	 the	 Sacrament	 and	 the	 First	
Prince	 in	 the	 N-Town	 Assumption	 of	 Mary	 both	 connect	 Jewish	 physiology	 with	
disability	 and	 impairment.	 Although	 dismembered	 or	 withered	 hands	 are	 not	
specifically	associated	with	the	Jewish	body,	it	follows	a	pattern	of	perceiving	Jewish	
physiology	 in	 terms	of	 its	 impairments	and	 incompleteness.	The	 loss	of	hands,	 just	
like	 the	 loss	 of	 sanity,	 is	 used	 metaphorically	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 spiritual	
incompleteness	of	the	unconverted	Jews.	The	disabilities	and	impairments	suffered	






plays	 discussed	 in	 this	 chapter.	More	 specifically,	 this	 is	 the	 touch	 of	 an	 object	 or	
person	important	within	Christianity,	as	can	be	seen	in	both	the	Croxton	Play	of	the	
Sacrament	 and	 the	 N-Town	Assumption	 of	Mary.	 In	 both	 plays,	 it	 is	 also	 through	
touch	(with	belief)	that	the	Jews	are	eventually	cured.	In	Jonathas’	case	this	is	with	













Swann	 has	 observed	 that	 literary	 representations	 of	 Salomé	 ‘directly	 engage	with	
questions	of	epistemology,	faith,	and	obstetrical	medicine’	and	thus	her	impairment	
reflects	 medieval	 attitudes	 to	 corporeal	 manifestations	 of	 the	 sacred.	208	Salomé’s	
reconsideration	of	the	Virgin’s	pregnancy,	as	a	non-believer,	as	a	midwife,	as	well	as	
through	 her	 experience	 of	 impairment,	 therefore	 authenticates	 the	 miracle	 of	
Mary’s	virginity.		
Whilst	 this	 link	between	 touching	and	disbelief	 is	particularly	 significant	 for	















After	 Thomas	 is	 invited	 to	 touch	Christ’s	wounds,	 his	 body	 suffers	 no	 impairment.	
Christ	 represents	 Thomas’	 doubt	 as	 an	 opportunity	 for	 him	 to	 strengthen	 his	
Christian	 faith,	 for	 as	 he	 invites	 Thomas	 to	 touch	 his	 wounds	 he	 asks	 him	 to	 ‘Be	
stedfast	in	feyth,	beleve	wel	in	me’	(NT.	AT,	l.	342).	Yet,	the	context	differs	from	the	
disbelief	of	the	Jews,	since	Thomas	does	believe	in	Christ,	he	just	has	doubts	in	the	
resurrection.	 His	 own	 lack	 of	 faith	 is	 used	 to	 address	 the	 natural	 doubts	 that	
Christians	might	have.	Thomas’	 lack	of	physical	punishment	or	impairment	is	also	a	
testament	to	the	doubts	that	Christ	allows	him	to	posses	and	disprove.	As	Thomas’	
faith	 in	 Christ	 is	 strengthened	 in	 testing	 his	 disbelief,	 he	 is	 comparable	 to	 the	
portrayal	 of	 Simeon	 in	 the	 York	 Purification.	 In	 this	 play,	 Simeon’s	 older	 body	 is	





(in	 most	 cases)	 corrected	 through	 the	 suffering	 of	 disability	 and	 impairment.	 As	
Christians	 are	 understood	 as	 already	 having	 attained	 a	 state	 of	 spiritual	
‘completeness’	 the	 state	 of	 their	 body	 typically	 represents	 them	 as	 a	 devout	 or	
didactic	exemplum.	
	 This	difference	also	 raises	 the	 important	 fact	 that	 in	 instances	 in	which	 the	
Jews	convert	 to	Christianity,	 this	 results	 in	the	 lifting	of	disabilities	–	 in	these	plays	
disability	 and	 Christianity	 never	 overlap.	 Upon	 conversion	 to	 Christianity,	 the	







dismemberment	 are	 cured	 in	 the	 Croxton	 Play	 of	 the	 Sacrament;	 the	 sickness	 of	
disbelief,	 impairment	 and	madness	 are	 cured	 in	 the	N-Town	Assumption	 of	Mary;	
and	 blindness	 and	 lameness	 are	 cured	 in	 the	Digby	Conversion	 of	 St.	 Paul.	Where	
there	 is	 no	 conversion,	 afflictions	 are	 not	 cured	 –	 the	 Third	 Prince	 from	 the	
Assumption	of	Mary,	for	instance,	continues	to	remain	mad	and	is	led	to	Hell.	As	for	
Malchus	 and	 the	 Jews	 of	 the	 N-Town	 Betrayal	 and	 The	 Trial	 Before	 Annas	 and	
Cayphas,	 even	 though	his	 ear	 is	 restored	 and	 the	other	 Jews	 are	 only	 temporarily	
afflicted	with	 loss	of	control,	there	 is	no	conversion.	However,	 in	this	 instance,	this	
lack	 of	 combined	 cure	 and	 conversion	 is	 informed	 by	 biblical	 narratives,	 and	 its	
function	 is	 to	 convey	 the	 Jews’	 inability	 to	 understand	 the	 divinity	 of	 Christ,	 even	
when	 it	 is	 right	 before	 them	 –	 thus	 portraying	 their	 spiritual	 blindness.	 Overall,	
whether	or	not	the	Jews	are	cured	of	their	afflictions,	the	changes	or	lack	of	change	
to	 their	 physical	 or	 psychological	 condition	 is	 used	 to	 reflect	 on	 their	 moral	 and	
spiritual	condition.	
Although	 Jewish	 disability	 and	 impairment	 throughout	 these	 plays	
correspond	 with	 medieval	 cultural	 constructions	 of	 Jewishness,	 these	 bodily	
afflictions	 are	 still	 relevant	 to	 Christians	 as	 a	 moral	 example.	 For	 instance,	 in	 the	
Conversion	 of	 St.	 Paul,	 the	 metaphor	 of	 blindness	 is	 embodied	 in	 the	 character’s	
physical	disability	and	also	used	by	Paul	in	his	exposition	on	sin,	for	it	is	pride	which	
blinds	him	and	he	warns	 that:	 ‘Off	 all	 vyces	 and	 foly,	 pryde	 ys	 the	 roote’	 (CoSP,	 l.	
516).	Similarly,	Aristorius	in	the	Croxton	Play	of	the	Sacrament	conveys	the	suffering	
in	Hell	that	his	body	should	face	in	penance	(PotS,	l.	907)	paralleling	the	torment	of	
Jonathas’	 hand	 in	 the	 oven,	 even	 though	 his	 own	 body	 suffers	 no	 disability	 or	
impairment	throughout	the	play.	Whilst	the	specific	meanings	of	the	disabled	Jewish	
body	may	never	be	applied	to	the	Christian	body,	the	moral	lesson	it	can	provide	is	
still	 relevant	 to	 Christians.	 This,	 too,	 is	 an	 important	 consideration	 in	 view	 of	 the	












ways	 during	 the	 late-medieval	 period.	 Medical	 opinion	 saw	 leprosy	 as	 a	 serious	
health	condition,	as	observed	by	 the	 fourteenth-century	physician	Guy	de	Chauliac	






multivalent	 significations	and	 the	ambivalent	 responses	 the	disease	could	evoke	 in	
religious,	 social	 and	medical	 thought,	 as	well	 as	 in	 visual	 and	 literary	 culture.	 This	
ambivalence	can	be	found	in	contradictory	responses	to	the	idea	of	physical	contact	
with	 lepers.	 A	 number	 of	medieval	 churches	 had	 small	 ‘squint	 holes’	 for	 lepers	 to	





earth	 led	many	people	to	give	them	alms	 in	acts	of	charity	 in	order	 to	 lessen	their	















sche	 was	 in	 the	 yerys	 of	 werldly	 prosperité	 than	 to	 seen	 er	
beheldyn	 a	 lazer,	 whom	 now	 thorw	 owr	 Lordys	 mercy	 sche	
desyryd	 to	 halsyn	 and	 kyssyn	 for	 the	 lofe	 of	 Jhesu	whan	 sche	
had	tyme	and	place	convenyent.213	
	
Margery	 Kempe’s	 desire	 to	 kiss	 people	 afflicted	 with	 leprosy	 came	 from	 their	
physical	 embodiment	 of	 suffering.	 Kissing	 lepers	 was	 a	 means	 through	 which	
Margery	 intended	 to	 demonstrate	 her	 love	 for	 Christ	 by	 identifying	 with	 his	
suffering,	and	showing	compassion	to	all	those	who	suffer	like	him.	As	Margery	also	
reflects	 upon	 the	 repulsion	 she	 previously	 experienced	 towards	 lepers,	 she	
encapsulates	the	conflicting	responses	to	leprosy	in	the	fifteenth	century,	as	well	as	






cure	 of	 leprosy,	 and	 the	 approaches	 to	 its	 cure;	 the	 physical	 characteristics	 of	
leprosy,	and	the	responses	it	evokes.	As	the	disease	does	not	necessarily	define	the	
moral	and	spiritual	 conditions	of	each	character,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 signification	of	






















thirteenth	 and	 fourteenth	 centuries,	with	 Gilbertus	 Anglicus	 (c.	 1245)	 and	Guy	 de	
Chauliac	(c.	1300-1368)	both	determining	types	of	leprosy	by	humoral	theory.	
By	the	high	Middle	Ages	leprosy	was	endemic	throughout	Europe,	but	began	
to	 decline	 dramatically	 by	 the	 start	 of	 the	 fourteenth	 century.215	Wallis	 has	 noted	
that	 at	 this	 time	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 disease	 was	 becoming	 ‘more	 and	 more	




social	 construction	 of	 the	 disease	 at	 the	 time	medieval	 drama	was	 composed	 and	
performed.	
The	names	given	to	the	four	different	types	of	leprosy	refer	to	the	ways	they	
affect	 physical	 appearance.	 In	 the	 fourteenth-century	 Diagnostic	 Protocol	 for	









lion;	 with	 tyria,	 human	 flesh	 resembles	 a	 serpent’s	 scales;	 and	 with	 allopicia,	 the	
leper’s	hair	falls	out	and	they	appear	flayed	like	a	fox.218	
Leprosy	was	 conflated	with	 a	 range	of	 diseases	 and	 conditions	 that	 caused	
similar	symptoms	including:	
	
psoriasis,	 fungous	 infections,	 various	 types	of	 dermatitis,	 lupus	
vulgaris,	 lupus	 erythematosus,	 leukoderma,	 and	 erythema	
multiforne.219		
	
This	 highlights	 its	 much	 wider	 definition	 in	 the	 medieval	 period.	 The	 different	
categorisation	 of	 leprosy	 is	 also	 important	 since	 its	 impact	 and	 influence	 within	
medieval	society	extends	beyond	medieval	medicine.	Demaitre	has	observed	that:		
	
since	 medieval	 accounts	 of	 leprosy	 interweave	 traditional	
formulas	 with	 contemporary	 teaching	 and	 speculative	







Medical	 ideas	 about	 the	 potential	 causes	 of	 leprosy	 underlie	 the	 multivalent	
significations	of	the	 leprous	body	and	the	contradictory	responses	 it	elicited.	There	
were	 a	 number	 of	 different	 theories	 about	 how	 leprosy	 was	 contracted.	 Guy	 de	
Chauliac,	among	many	other	physicians,	lists	one	of	the	causes	as	being	‘corrupcion	
of	þe	ayre	and	þe	 touchinge	of	 leprouse	men’,	 suggesting	 that	 the	 transmission	of	
leprosy	was	airborne	and	through	direct	contact.221	In	the	Compendium	Medicinae,	
Gilbertus	Anglicus	also	specifies	that	the	disease	could	be	caused	by	 ‘foul	air,	or	of	











throughout	 medical	 texts.	 Gilbertus	 Anglicus,	 for	 instance,	 also	 attributes	 some	
occurrences	of	the	disease	to	congenital	causes:	
	
arising	 from	 conception	 during	 the	 menstrual	 period.	 For	 the	
corrupt	 blood	 within	 the	 maternal	 body,	 which	 forms	 the	
nourishment	 of	 the	 foetus,	 leads	 likewise	 to	 the	 corruption	 of	
the	latter.223		
	
Here,	Gilbertus	Anglicus	explains	 that	 sex	during	menstruation	affects	 the	humoral	
composition	 of	 the	 foetus	 with	 corrupt	 blood.	 This	 corrupt	 blood	 is	 black	 bile	 (or	
melancholic	 humour),	 which	 is	 dispersed	 throughout	 the	 body	 of	 the	 foetus,	
corrupting	 both	 the	 constitution	 and	 form	 of	 its	 members,	 which	 results	 in	
leprosy.224	Similarly,	 Haly225	Abenrudian’s	 eleventh-century	 commentary	 on	Galen’s	
Art	of	Medicine	also	describes	how	diseases	such	as	leprosy:		
	





no	 judgement	upon	 this	 cause	of	 leprosy.	 This	 is	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	opinions	of	 St.	
Jerome,	who	explains	 that	 ‘lepers	 and	gargantuans	are	born	 from	 this	 conception’	
since	a	foetus	conceived	during	menstruation	will	‘carry	the	vice	of	the	seed’.227	This	
bears	 the	 implication	 that	 leprosy	 was	 perceived	 as	 inherited	 sin.	 Whilst	 these	
medieval	accounts	of	the	congenital	causes	of	leprosy	all	share	this	same	manner	of	
contracting	 the	 disease,	 it	 is	 significant	 to	 note	 the	 conflicting	 explanations	 and	
responses	to	the	disease	both	physiologically	and	morally.	
	




















through	 ‘excessive	 use	 of	 beef,	 flesh	 of	 oxen,	 lentils	 and	 all	 legumes’.230	These	
theories	of	dietary-induced	leprosy	came	about	because	of	the	ways	in	which	these	
foods	 were	 thought	 to	 affect	 the	 humoral	 composition	 of	 the	 body.	 The	 dietary	
causes	 of	 leprosy	 provide	 evidence	 of	 an	 understanding	 that	 the	 disease	 could	 be	
acquired	 without	 sin.	 However,	 Hildegard	 of	 Bingen’s	 observation	 that	 leprosy	
caused	by	‘gluttony	and	drunkenness’	was	more	difficult	to	cure	than	leprosy	caused	







in	 clepynge	 Goddes	 help,	 he	 schall	 conforte	 ham	 and	 saie	 þat	
this	passioun	or	sekenesse	is	saluacioun	of	þe	soule	and	noght	to	


























Patients	as	well	 as	pilgrims	could	often	expect	 little	more	 than	
relative	 improvement,	 a	 temporary	 remission	 of	 symptoms	 or	
the	restoration	of	partial	mobility.234	
	
Different	types	of	 leprosy	had	different	prognoses,	 in	the	Lily	of	Medicine	 from	the	
fourteenth	century,	Bernard	de	Gordon	writes	of	how:	
	





Similarly,	 leonine	 and	 elephantic	 leprosy	 were	 considered	 the	 most	 serious	 and	
harmful	types	of	the	disease	by	the	physician	Guy	de	Chauliac,	who	describes	them	
as	‘of	þe	worste	mater’	compared	to	alopecian	and	tyrian	leprosy	which	he	observes	
are	 ‘softer	 and	 meker	 maters’.236	However,	 he	 also	 notes	 that	 leprosy	 ‘may	 not	
forsothe	 be	 curede	 (i.	 healed)’.237	The	 physician	 John	 Bradmore	 observed	 that	
leonine	leprosy	‘was	rarely	or	never	healed’,	which	acknowledges	the	possibility	that	
it	could	be	cured,	even	though	this	was	unlikely.238	Theodric	describes	that	 ‘once	 it	
[leprosy]	 has	 arrived	 it	 is	 never	 cured	 except	 by	 the	 aid	 of	 medicine’.239	Here,	












A	 large	 number	 of	 treatments	 were	 recommended	 in	 medieval	 leper	
hospitals,	 including	 medicine,	 blood-letting,	 dietary	 alterations,	 sexual	 abstinence,	
and	 bathing.	 Marcombe	 has	 noted	 that	 bathing	 in	 water	 with	 a	 mineral	 or	
sulphurous	content	was	among	one	of	the	most	popular	recommended	therapies.240	
Being	bathed	or	 immersed	 in	water	was	considered	 to	be	particularly	beneficial	 to	
lepers,	 and	 in	The	 Surgery	 of	 Theodric	 lepers	 are	 recommended	 to	 ‘bathe	 in	 fresh	
water	 very	 often,	 and	 rub	 themselves	 vigorously	 with	 the	 meal	 of	 chickpeas	 or	
beans’.241	In	the	twelfth	century	Hildegard	of	Bingen	prescribes:	
	
a	 bath	 and	 an	 unguent	 made	 of	 several	 herbs	 and	 menstrual	
blood	 as	 a	 remedy	 for	 the	 sort	 of	 leprosy	 which	 arises	 from	
excessive	libido.242		
	
Bathing	 in	 blood	 as	 a	 cure	 for	 leprosy	 can	 also	 be	 found	 in	 the	 anti-Semitic	





diffused	 through	 a	 bath	 of	 heated	 water,	 dispels	 the	 Leprosy	
without	a	doubt.244	
	
Thus,	 there	 were	 clearly	 a	 number	 of	 different	 medieval	 sources	 that	 advocated	
bathing	in	blood	specifically,	even	though	there	were	variations	between	them.	
	
In	 spite	 of	 possible	 treatments,	 perceptions	 of	 leprosy	 as	 a	 medically	 incurable	













seeks	 medical	 help	 (but	 never	 takes	 it),	 and	 medical	 cures	 are	 mentioned	 but	
dismissed	for	the	Emperor	Tiberius.	With	only	one	exception,	every	leper	I	discuss	in	
the	drama	is	eventually	cured	through	the	power	of	belief	in	Christianity.		
Miraculous	 cures	 themselves	are	 sometimes	portrayed	as	 involving	medical	
treatments:	it	is	through	the	baptism	of	the	Emperor	Constantine	that	his	leprosy	is	
healed	 in	 Bewnans	 Meriasek.	 In	 a	 German	 narrative	 of	 Constantine’s	 recovery,	
Konrad	 von	 Würzburg’s	 thirteenth-century	 poem	 Engelhard	 describes	 the	 sacred	
healing	properties	of	the	water:		
	
God	 alone	 is	 powerful	 and	 good	 enough	 to	 give	 water	 such	
potency	 that	 it	 can	 purify	 the	 soul	 and	 appear	 to	 the	 body	 as	
good	as	medicine.246		
	
Although	bathing	 is	 recommended	by	medieval	medical	 authorities	 to	help	 relieve	
the	 symptoms	 of	 leprosy,	 in	 medieval	 literary	 culture	 it	 is	 linked	 to	 baptism	 as	 a	
symbolic	 act	 that	 completely	 cures	 characters	 such	 as	 the	 Emperor	 Constantine.	
Baptism	 is	 also	 represented	 to	 miraculously	 cure	 leprosy	 in	 visual	 culture.	 For	
instance,	in	fig.	1,	the	leper	Naaman	cures	his	leprosy	by	bathing	in	the	River	Jordan:	
the	 same	 river	 in	which	 Christ	was	 baptised.	 These	 sources	 demonstrate	 religious	
perceptions	of	the	curative	effects	of	bathing	combined	with	the	healing	abilities	of	























There	 seem	 to	 have	 been	 increasingly	 hostile	 attitudes	 towards	 lepers	 from	 the	
fourteenth	century	onwards,	just	as	the	disease	was	declining.247	Yet,	in	the	Book	of	
Margery	 Kempe,	 Margery	 reflects	 a	 mixture	 of	 positive	 and	 negative	 social	 and	
religious	 responses	 towards	 people	 afflicted	with	 leprosy.	 As	Wallis	 has	 observed,	
the	disease	lay	at	the	‘intersection	of	complex	cultural	and	religious	responses’.248		It	
is	these	conflicting	cultural	and	religious	responses	that	I	shall	now	explore	in	order	











divine	 grace.	 In	 addition	 to	 being	 models	 of	 penitential	 suffering,	 the	 physical	
manifestation	of	leprosy	could	be	seen	as	a	symbol	of	Christ’s	own	suffering:	this	is	
reflected	in	the	visual	similarities	between	representations	of	leprous	sores	covering	
the	body,	and	Christ	as	 the	Man	of	 Sorrows	covered	with	wounds	 symbolising	 the	
sins	 of	 mankind	 (see	 fig.	 2).	 These	 similarities	 were	 developed	 in	 medieval	 visual	
culture	to	the	extent	that	the	leprous	body	became	‘an	intermediary	to	the	body	of	







leprous	sores	of	 the	Emperor	Constantine	are	 referred	 to	as	being	 ‘the	spotting	of	
sin’.251	Thus,	despite	the	positive	significations	that	the	leprous	body	could	possess	in	
its	Christ-like	suffering,	his	wounds	from	human	sin	evoke	the	perception	that	lepers	




Soane	 Hours,	 which	 contains	 a	 striking	 similarity	 shown	 between	 the	 baptism	 of	
Christ	in	fig.	3,	and	Naaman	bathing	in	the	River	Jordan	to	cleanse	his	body	of	leprosy	
in	 fig.	 4.	 These	 images	 once	 again	 connect	 Christ’s	 body,	 the	 leprous	 body	 and	
sinfulness.	 In	 this	 instance,	 the	 visual	 parallels	 highlight	 that	 baptism	 is	 salvation,	
cleansing	 the	body	of	 sin.	 This	 connection	 is	 particularly	 significant	 as	 leprosy	was	






















that	Theobald	 intends	 to	give	 to	 the	 leper.	Another	positive	 response	 to	 the	 leper	





“Bysschop,	 for	 thi	 lownes	 [humility],	wype	wyth	 thi	 tunge	oute	
of	 my	 nase	 the	 snevyl	 that	 hangyth	 ther-inne,	 for	 I	 may	 noht	
suffere	no	lynen	cloth	towche	it,	for	it	is	so	sore.”	The	bysschop	
wyth	his	tunge	lykkyd	it	out	 lowly	[humbly].	And	in	his	 lykkyng,	






sense-based	 contact	 of	 him.	 It	was	 thought	 that	 the	 senses	 could	provide	 a	 union	
with	 God,	 particularly	 through	 the	 mouth.254	It	 is	 through	 the	 bishop’s	 intimate	
physical	contact	with	the	leper	using	his	mouth	that	he	is	rewarded	with	a	‘precyous	











the	 care	 of	 lepers	 and	 charitable	 acts	 towards	 them	 became	 so	 popular.	 These	
positive	social	responses	to	lepers	all	 interpret	the	physical	suffering	of	the	leprous	
body	as	a	 form	of	Christian	devotion:	by	enduring	purgatory	on	earth,	 suffering	 in	
imitatio	Christi,	or	as	a	blessing	from	God.	Yet,	it	is	especially	through	the	multivalent	
symbol	 of	 Christ’s	 body	 that	 the	 signification	 of	 the	 leprous	 body	 becomes	




Leprosy	 was	 associated	 with	 a	 number	 of	 specific	 sins	 including	 pride,	 envy,	 and	
lechery.	 Rawcliffe	 has	 noted	 how	 the	 physical	 deformities	 leprosy	 produced,	 in	
addition	 to	 the	 fear	 it	 created,	 made	 it	 seem	 an	 appropriate	 punishment	 for	
concupiscence	 and	pride	 ‘which	 in	 turn,	were	 invariably	 represented	 as	 leprosy	or	





Like	 some	 new	 Constantine	 he	 [Sigamber]	 stepped	 forward	 to	
the	 baptismal	 pool,	 ready	 to	 wash	 away	 the	 sores	 of	 his	 old	
leprosy	 and	 to	 be	 cleansed	 in	 flowing	 water	 from	 the	 sordid	
stains	 which	 he	 had	 borne	 so	 long.	 As	 he	 advanced	 for	 his	
baptism,	the	holy	man	of	God	addressed	him	in	these	pregnant	





















of	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 condition.	 In	 fact,	 Rawcliffe	 has	 noted	 that	 the	majority	 of	
medieval	 theologians	 took	 an	 unsympathetic	 view	 of	 leprosy,	 by	 either	 portraying	
the	condition	as	a	symbol	of	the	individual	sufferer’s	moral	decay,	or	a	physiological	
manifestation	 of	wickedness	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 sufferer	 or	 their	 parents.260	This	 is	
indicative	of	 the	social	perception	 that	 leprosy	could	be	caused	by	 inherited	sin	as	
well	as	personal	sinfulness.		
The	association	of	the	disease	with	personal	sinfulness	is	something	that	can	
be	 seen	 in	 late-medieval	 responses.	 Despite	 her	 compassion	 for	 lepers,	 Margery	
Kempe	 also	 suggests	 that	 leprosy	 would	 be	 a	 justified	 punishment	 for	 sexual	
transgressions.	Margery	advises	and	warns	her	son	to:	
	
























afflicted	 with	 the	 disease	 had	 ceremonies	 performed	 in	 order	 to	 officiate	 their	
‘death’	 and	 removal	 from	 the	 world.	 Brody	 has	 observed	 that	 these	 ceremonies	
differed	 little	 from	the	Office	of	 the	Dead	 ‘for	 in	principle	 the	 leper	was	no	 longer	























It	 is	 essential	 to	 consider	 descriptions	 and	 representations	 of	 the	 physical	
manifestations	of	leprosy	in	order	to	understand	how	it	may	have	been	presented	in	





the	 flesh	 is	 notably	 corrupt,	 the	 shape	 is	 changed,	 the	 eyen	
become	round,	the	eyelids	are	revelled,	the	sight	sparkleth,	the	
nostrils	are	straited	and	revelled	and	shrunk	…	swelling	groweth	
in	 the	 body,	 and	 many	 small	 botches	 and	 whelks	 hard	 and	
round,	in	the	legs	and	in	the	utter	parts.265	
	










being	 ravaged	by	a	wolf.	 This	 corruption	of	 the	 flesh	 could	be	associated	with	 the	
corruption	 of	 the	 soul,	 which	 is	 one	 of	 the	 reasons	 that	 the	 leprous	 body	 was	
equated	with	 sin.	 Significantly,	 the	 perception	of	 the	 ugliness	 of	 leprosy’s	 physical	























lepers	 appear	 in	 a	 religious	 context,	 with	 figs.	 7	 and	 8	 depicting	 the	 miraculous	
healing	 of	 lepers	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 Christ:	 a	 popular	 theme	 in	medieval	manuscript	
paintings.	 This	 supports	 the	 idea	 of	 leprosy	 being	 a	 disease	 only	 curable	 by	 God.	
Images	 such	 as	 these	 could	 therefore	 have	 resulted	 in	 an	 association	 between	
redemption	 and	 the	 leprous	 body,	 or	 otherwise	 connect	 its	 miraculous	 cure	 to	
spiritual	transformation.		
This	 leads	 us	 to	 consider	 what	 leprosy	 may	 have	 looked	 like	 in	 medieval	
dramatic	 performances.	 The	 British	 Library’s	 manuscripts	 Additional	MSS	 89066/1	
and	 89066/2	 contain	 illustrations	 alongside	 the	 play-text	 of	 the	 fifteenth-century	
French	play	Mystère	de	la	Vengeance.	This	play	has	a	number	of	similarities	with	the	
Death	 of	 Pilate	 from	 the	 Cornish	Ordinalia,	 although	 it	 is	 the	 Emperor	 Vespasian	
(rather	 than	 Tiberius	 Caesar)	who	 is	 afflicted	with	 leprosy.	 In	 this	manuscript,	 the	












the	Passio	 Christi	 [PC],	 a	 biblical	 play	 from	 the	 late-fourteenth	 century.	 Like	 other	
lepers,	the	Smith’s	afflicted	hand	is	depicted	with	spots	(on	the	far	left	of	the	image).	
Despite	 the	 many	 physical	 characteristics	 of	 leprosy	 noted	 above,	 its	
individual	 characteristics	 are	 rarely	 mentioned	 in	 medieval	 play-texts.	 The	 only	




reference	 to	 the	 Emperor	 Constantine	 and	 the	 First	 Leper	 in	 the	 text	 of	Bewnans	
Meriasek.	The	stage	directions	of	Bewnans	Meriasek	 indicate	the	use	of	a	mask	for	




Clothing	 was	 another	 possible	 physical	 identifier	 of	 lepers.	 The	 fifteenth-
century	image	of	fig.	11	from	an	English	manuscript	depicts	a	leper	wearing	an	ankle-
length	tunic,	a	cloak	with	a	hood,	and	a	hat.	Although	there	were	regional	variations	
on	 the	 uniform	of	 lepers,	 similar	 items	 of	 clothing	 can	 also	 be	 observed	 in	 fig.	 12	
from	a	fifteenth-century	register	of	alms	from	Nuremberg.	This	image	depicts	a	leper	
with	an	ankle-length	tunic,	gloves,	a	cloak	with	a	hood,	and	a	hat.	However,	whilst	




this	 could	 have	 been	 used	 for	 the	 First	 and	 Second	 Leper	 in	 the	 performance	 of	


























































texts:	 Bewnans	Meriasek	 and	 the	Ordinalia.	 The	 significations	 of	 the	 disease	 vary	
considerably	within	and	between	these	texts.		
In	 plays	 discussed	 in	 this	 chapter,	 there	 is	 variation	 in	 the	 acquisition	 of	
leprosy	and	the	reasons	for	its	acquisition;	the	cure	of	leprosy,	and	the	approaches	












Even	 though	 two	 of	 the	 plays	 feature	 Roman	 Emperors	 who	 are	 afflicted	 with	
leprosy	 but	 cured	 upon	 conversion	 to	 Christianity,	 the	 signification	 of	 the	 disease	
varies	considerably	between	these	characters.	 In	Bewnans	Meriasek,	the	 leprosy	of	
the	 Emperor	 Constantine	 is	 acquired	 as	 a	 divine	 punishment	 for	 his	 immorality,	








text	 of	 Bewnans	Meriasek	 also	 includes	 a	 much	 more	 neutral	 signification	 of	 the	
disease	 as	 two	 lepers	 travel	 to	 the	 Bishop	 Meriasek,	 seeking	 a	 cure	 for	 their	
affliction.	 The	 leprosy	 of	 these	 characters	 does	 not	 reflect	 on	 their	 moral	 and	
spiritual	 conditions:	 its	 function	 is	 to	 be	 miraculously	 healed,	 demonstrating	 the	
power	of	God,	as	observed	for	the	disability	of	the	Blind	Man	in	the	Chester	Glovers’	
Play.	 Simon	 the	 Leper,	 who	 is	 only	 ever	 described	 as	 a	 former	 leper,	 provides	 a	
similar	example	in	the	Chester	Corvisors’	Play.	In	contrast	to	the	neutral	signification	
of	 the	 Emperor	 Tiberius’	 leprosy	 in	 the	 Ordinalia,	 within	 the	 same	 play-text	 the	
disease	is	explicitly	positive	in	the	body	of	the	Smith.	This	leprosy,	which	is	a	divine	
gift,	 is	 also	 unique	 in	 the	 corpus	 of	 medieval	 English	 and	 Cornish	 drama	 for	
remaining	uncured.	
	
Starting	with	 the	positive	signification	of	 leprosy,	 I	discuss	 the	divine	acquisition	of	
leprosy	by	the	Smith	in	the	Passio	Christi.	As	the	Smith	is	the	only	character	whose	
leprosy	is	explicitly	positive,	this	raises	the	question	of	how	his	Christian	beliefs	are	
represented	 in	 relation	 to	his	afflicted	body.	 It	 is	also	valuable	 to	consider	how	he	
reflects	positive	responses	to	the	disease	in	medieval	culture.		
In	my	section	on	negative	leprosy,	I	explore	how	leprosy	is	represented	as	a	




First,	 I	 discuss	 the	 Emperor	 Tiberius	 in	 the	 Cornish	Ordinalia,	who	 begins	 the	 play	
already	 stricken	 with	 leprosy.	 Despite	 his	 identity	 as	 a	 potential	 opponent	 of	
Christianity,	 Tiberius	 puts	 his	 faith	 in	 Christianity	 in	 his	 search	 for	 a	 cure	 from	 the	


















Ordinalia.	 The	 play	 originates	 from	 the	 late	 fourteenth	 century	 but	 survives	 in	 a	
single	fifteenth-century	manuscript.271	The	brief	episode	including	the	role	of	‘Smith	
the	Leper’	in	the	Passio	Christi	occurs	prior	to	the	crucifixion	of	Christ.272	




However,	 a	 number	 of	 more	 recent	 scholars,	 including	Mills,	 have	 translated	 this	
word	as	‘leprous’.	In	his	recent	linguistic	study	of	Middle	Cornish,	Mills	translates	the	
expression	‘thulef	claf’	(PC,	l.	2698)	taken	directly	from	this	section	of	the	play,	as	‘a	
pair	 of	 leprous	 hands’.274	Thus,	 following	 Longsworth,	 Murdoch	 and	 Mills	 (among	












leprosy.275	This	 translation	 is	 supported	 by	 the	 description	 of	 the	 Smith’s	 hands	
affected	 by	 ‘a	 great	 disease’	 in	 the	Pascon	 agan	 Arluth	 (The	 Passion	 of	 Our	 Lord)	
from	 the	 fourteenth	 century,	which	 contains	 a	 similar	 version	 of	 the	 episode	with	
the	 Smith.276	The	 narrative	 of	 the	 Smith’s	 leprosy	 is	 valuable	 since	 he	 is	 the	 only	





The	 divinely	 acquired	 leprosy	 of	 the	 Smith	 is	 particularly	 interesting	 due	 to	 the	
disease’s	 symbolic	 function	 of	 demonstrating	 his	 empathy	 for	 Christ’s	 crucifixion	
wounds.	 The	 Smith’s	 brief	 role	 in	 the	 Passio	 Christi	 begins	 when	 the	 Torturers	 of	



































There	 is	 no	 evidence,	 either	 in	 the	 stage	 directions	 or	 in	 records	 of	 drama	 that	













‘When	 thou	 wentest	 out	 to-day,	 no	 illness	 had	 taken	 thee’.278	Consequently,	 she	









performance,	 just	 as	 it	 appears	 in	 the	 Holkham	 Bible	 Picture	 Book	 in	 fig.	 10.	 In	
support	of	this	possibility,	it	is	striking	that	no	such	description	is	found	in	the	Pascon	
agan	Arluth,	 despite	 the	 similarities	 between	 the	 texts.	 Since	elephantic	 leprosy	 is	
the	most	malign	 and	progressive	 form	of	 the	 disease,	 this	 serious	 form	of	 leprosy	
could	 have	 been	 used	 as	 the	 strongest	 signifier	 of	 the	 condition	 –	 conveying	 the	




than	 the	 leper	 spots	 commonly	 used	 in	medieval	 visual	 culture.	 The	 fact	 that	 the	
Smith’s	inability	to	manufacture	the	nails	 is	not	challenged	may	be	further	proof	of	
the	physical	appearance	of	the	leprosy	as	a	serious,	incurable	condition.	




following	 this	 demand	 from	 his	 wife.	 However,	 it	 is	 also	 possible	 that,	 as	 in	 the	
Pascon	agan	Arluth,	the	Torturers	and	the	Smith’s	wife	see	disease	upon	his	hands,	
even	 though	 they	 appear	normal:	 ‘On	 them	 they	 saw	disease,	 although	 there	was	
not	 any’.280	This	 performance	 would	 clearly	 display	 the	 miraculous	 nature	 of	 the	
affliction	before	 the	audience.	Since	 the	disease	 is	not	visible	 in	 this	 text,	 this	may	
support	Stokes’	translation	of	claf	as	‘sore’	rather	than	‘leprous’	–	it	does	not	matter	
exactly	which	 disease	 the	 Smith	has,	 just	 that	he	 is	 diseased.	 In	 the	Passio	Christi,	






after	 he	 places	 them	 close	 to	 his	 heart.	 This	 not	 only	 provides	 evidence	 of	 his	




































faith	 in	 Christ,	 thus	 associating	 the	 disease	 with	 exemplary	 religious	 devotion.	 In	
addition	to	his	physical	 transformation	through	his	divine	gift	of	 leprosy,	 the	Smith	
has	 also	 experienced	 a	 devotional	 transformation	 in	 openly	 declaring	 his	 love	 for	
Christ	and	interacting	with	the	narrative	of	his	crucifixion.		
It	 is	 important	 that	 the	 Smith’s	 hands,	 rather	 than	 his	 entire	 body,	 are	
afflicted	with	leprosy,	as	Christ	endures	wounds	to	both	his	hands.	This	significance	
is	heightened	by	his	acquisition	of	 leprosy	 following	his	 reluctance	 to	manufacture	
the	 very	 nails	 that	 would	 cause	 Christ	 this	 parallel	 affliction.	 The	 condition	 is	
therefore	 symbolic	 of	 the	 Smith’s	 empathy	 for	 Christ	 in	 his	 suffering,	 thus	




episode.	 As	 curing	 the	 Smith’s	 hands	would	mean	 that	 he	 is	 physically	 capable	 of	
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manufacturing	the	nails,	this	may	explain	why	the	Smith	 is	not	cured	of	his	 leprosy	
during	 the	 play.	 The	 Smith	 reverses	 the	 standard	 pattern	 of	 medieval	 drama,	 by	
being	 miraculously	 inflicted	 with,	 rather	 than	 cured	 of,	 leprosy.	 The	 positive	
signification	of	leprosy	conforms	to	the	social	responses	it	elicited,	including	the	idea	
that	 lepers	 were	 chosen	 by	 God	 for	 their	 divine	 grace.	 Despite	 the	 potentially	








strengthening	 his	 own	 devotion.	 Although	 the	 dramatic	 episode	 is	 only	 brief,	 the	
Smith’s	 mounting	 faith	 in	 Christianity	 is	 apparent:	 from	 revealing	 his	 ‘heretical’	
beliefs	 to	his	wife	 to	declaring	his	understanding	of	 the	 joy	of	Christian	belief.	 It	 is	
clear	that	whilst	leprosy	has	a	positive	signification	in	the	play,	the	dramatist	is	also	
aware	 that	 it	 could	 be	 interpreted	 as	 the	 trickery	 of	 an	 idolatrous	 god	 and	 thus	 a	
symbol	of	heresy	as	well	as	a	divine	gift.	This	 is	 further	proof	 that	 the	condition	 is	







Bewnans	Meriasek	 [BM]	 is	 a	Middle	 Cornish	 play	 originating	 from	 Camborne	 and	
composed	 in	 1504.281	Concerning	 the	 life	 of	 the	 Cornish	 Saint	 Meriasek,	 the	 play	








details	 the	 legend	 of	 Pope	 Sylvester	 and	 his	 healing	 of	 the	 Emperor	 Constantine’s	
leprosy.282	
Constantine	 is	 an	 important	 figure	within	 the	 history	 of	 Christianity,	 as	 the	
first	 Christian	 Roman	 Emperor,	 and	 for	 his	 influence	 in	 the	 spread	 of	 the	 faith	
throughout	 the	Roman	 Empire.	 Resnick	 has	 noted	 that	 narratives	 of	 Constantine’s	
leprosy	became	well	established	in	the	Middle	Ages	despite	the	lack	of	any	historical	
accounts	 contemporary	with	 Constantine	 that	 refer	 to	 his	 leprosy.283	This	 suggests	
that	medieval	 authors	may	 have	 used	 contemporary	 constructions	 of	 leprosy	 as	 a	
means	of	exploring	their	own	religiously	 inflected	concerns.	 In	the	text	of	Bewnans	
Meriasek	 the	Emperor	Constantine	 is	afflicted	with	 leprosy	as	a	divine	punishment	
following	his	persecution	of	Christians.	In	his	desperation	for	a	cure,	he	is	advised	to	
bathe	 in	 the	 blood	 of	 thousands	 of	 infants	 and	 arranges	 for	 their	 slaughter	
accordingly.	But	 through	his	 suffering	 the	Emperor	Constantine	begins	 to	question	
his	morality,	and	is	moved	to	forgo	his	method	of	cure,	offering	mercy	to	the	infants	
and	 their	 mothers,	 eventually	 being	 prepared	 to	 sacrifice	 his	 life	 for	 theirs.	 This	
moral	development	of	the	Emperor	allows	us	to	consider	the	changing	signification	
of	his	leprosy.	Since	he	is	finally	cured	of	his	disease	upon	his	baptism	this	section	of	





opening	 lines,	 Constantine	 boasts	 of	 his	 power	 as	 ‘a	 body	 without	 peer’	 (BM,	 l.	
1153)284	that	has	‘slain	many	hundreds’	(BM,	l.	1167)	and	expresses	his	intention	to	


























Having	 displayed	 his	 pride,	 arrogance	 and	 heresy,	 Constantine’s	 requirement	 that	
Christians	 be	 persecuted	 throughout	 the	 Roman	 Empire	 emphasises	 his	 cruelty.	
These	 qualities	 all	 convey	 the	 ‘moral	 leprosy’	 of	 Constantine	 and	 the	 negative	
significations	of	his	leprous	condition	once	he	is	divinely	afflicted.	
The	morally	abhorrent	behaviour	of	the	Emperor	is	not	just	suggested	in	his	
desire	 to	 persecute,	 but	 demonstrated	 in	 the	 physical	 dramatisation	 of	 the	
martyrdom	of	two	devout	Christians:	the	Earl,	and	a	Doctor	in	the	Faith.	Importantly,	












this	 brief	 scene	 in	 heaven,	 which	 suggests	 that	 Christ	 administers	 Constantine’s	
divine	punishment	as	a	direct	response	to	the	martyrdom	of	the	Earl	and	the	Doctor.	
The	play	 specifically	 connects	 the	 fallen	 bodies	 of	 the	martyrs,	 the	 lightning	 strike	
and	 the	 infliction	 of	 leprosy,	 for	 each	 event	 employs	 the	Middle	 Cornish	word	 for	
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of	 the	 disease.	 The	 logistical	 difficulties	 of	 using	 body	 paint	 to	 represent	 the	
suddenly-imposed	and	suddenly-relieved	leper	spots	supports	the	reason	for	using	a	
mask,	 which	 would	 also	 allow	 his	 facial	 features	 to	 be	 physically	 distorted	 in	 the	
portrayal	of	 the	disease.	Since	 the	mask	portrays	how	suddenly	 the	 leprosy	strikes	
him,	 it	allows	 the	audience	 to	connect	 it	 to	his	morally	abhorrent	actions	with	 the	
Christians	 and	 the	 strike	 of	 lightning.	 Through	 such	 a	 drastic	 transformation,	









Constantine’s	 ugliness	 is	 another	 aspect	 of	 the	 disease	 that	 reflects	 his	 immoral	

















The	 emperor	 himself,	 in	 punishment	 for	 his	 tyrannical	
persecution,	fell	victim	to	the	incurable	disease	of	leprosy.287	
	
Even	 as	 a	 pagan,	 in	 Bewnans	 Meriasek	 Constantine	 understands	 that	 his	 leprosy	
might	be	a	divine	punishment	 for	his	offences	against	Christianity,	 thus	portraying	
the	 character	 beginning	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 validity	 of	 the	 religion.	 Whilst	
Constantine’s	leprosy	symbolises	his	moral	and	spiritual	impairment,	it	 is	important	












Constantine’s	 search	 for	 a	 cure	 reflects	 medieval	 approaches	 towards	 curing	 the	
disease.	 He	 sends	 for	 both	 religious	 and	 medical	 help,	 commanding	 the	 Second	
Messenger	to:	‘Fetch	to	me	the	Bishop	here,	/	And	the	great	Doctor,	likewise’	(BM,	ll.	
1379-1380)	 in	order	 to	ascertain	whether	 there	 is	any	aid	 for	his	 sickness.	Turning	
towards	both	religious	and	medical	authorities	reflects	the	mixed	responses	towards	
the	limited	chance	of	a	cure.		
Yet,	 the	 treatments	 offered	 by	 these	 authorities	 suggest	 negative	 views	 of	

















Constantine	 agrees,	 and	 emphasises	 his	 merciless	 desperation	 for	 a	 cure	 as	 he	
commands	them	to	‘Spare	ye	not	a	beast	 in	this	world	/	 If	 it	can	be	found’	(BM,	 ll.	
1502-1503).	It	soon	emerges	that	the	blood	will	come	from	three	thousand	children,	
rather	than	any	beast,	for	the	Bishop	explains	that	the	pure	blood	of	children	‘excels	
every	 salve’	 (BM,	 l.	 1511).	 Since	 this	 barbarous	 cure	 comes	 at	 the	 suggestion	 of	
pagan	religious	authorities,	 this	 implies	that	 its	moral	atrocity	can	be	blamed	upon	
heresy	 and	 non-Christian	 alterity.	 The	 exact	 method	 of	 cure,	 bathing	 in	 blood,	



























This	 parallel	 also	 exists	 in	 the	original	Middle	Cornish,	 for	 the	word	carov	 (hart)	 is	
used	 in	 both	 cases.288	The	 simile	 reveals	 the	 Torturer’s	 moral	 corruption	 in	 his	
disregard	for	human	 life,	his	heresy,	and	his	 inability	to	recognise	Christ’s	suffering	
for	mankind.	The	hart’s	symbolic	associations	with	renewal	and	the	shedding	of	sins	
are	 also	 important	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Constantine’s	 redemption,	 recovery	 and	
baptism.289		 In	this	episode,	then,	Constantine	is	morally	comparable	to	Herod,	and	













his	anxiety	 that:	 ‘I	 know	not,	after	dying,	 /	Whether	 there	will	be	pain	 to	my	soul’	
(BM,	l.	1636).	This	demonstrates	Constantine’s	gradual	moral	awakening	on	his	path	
to	 conversion.	 He	 also	 begins	 to	 express	 contemporary	 Christian	 concerns	 about	
death	and	the	afterlife.	Constantine	finally	comes	to	realise	the	scale	of	his	actions	as	
the	 sorrowful	 gathering	 of	mothers	with	 their	 children	 are	 brought	 before	 him.	 In	
the	presence	of	this	grief-stricken	gathering,	Constantine	is	moved	to	spare	the	lives	



















Although	 Constantine	 has	 already	martyred	 ‘some	 three	 score	 [Christians]’	 (BM,	 l.	
1350)	 in	 not	 shedding	 the	 blood	 of	 the	 innocent,	 he	 avoids	 a	 much	 larger	
abomination	 against	 God	 as	 expressed	 in	 Proverbs	 (6:16-19).290	Thus,	 his	 actions	
reverse	the	narrative	of	Herod’s	Massacre	of	the	Innocents,	for	he	decides	to	spare	
the	children	at	his	own	cost,	rather	than	to	kill	them.	His	willingness	to	sacrifice	his	
own	 life	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 many	 others	 is	 also	 evocative	 of	 Christ’s	 sacrifice	 for	
mankind.	 Importantly,	 this	 creates	 another	parallel	 between	 the	 leprous	body	and	
the	body	of	Christ.	
	
The	mercy	 Constantine	 shows	 to	 the	 infants	 and	 their	mothers	 prompts	 Christ	 to	






















This	 contrast	 to	 his	 earlier	 values	 highlights	 the	 moral	 transformation	 of	 the	
character.	 As	 Peter	 and	 Paul	 seek	 out	 Sylvester	 in	 order	 to	 restore	 the	 Emperor’s	
health,	 the	 intention	 to	 cure	Constantine’s	 leprosy	 is	morally	 justified	due	 to:	 ‘the	
pity	 he	 has	 had	 /	 Towards	 children	 tiny	 and	 little’	 (BM,	 ll.	 1690-1691).	 Thus,	 both	
Constantine’s	 suffering	and	 the	cure	of	 leprosy	are	attached	 to	his	 changing	moral	
condition.	 As	 Peter	 and	 Paul	 request	 that	 Constantine	 furthers	 the	 spread	 of	





Sylvester’s	 anxiety	 over	 Constantine’s	 non-Christianity	 highlights	 the	 complicated	
signification	 of	 the	 Emperor’s	 leprous	 body	 at	 this	 stage	 of	 the	 play.	 Even	 though	









proven	 his	 moral	 worth	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 Christianity.	 Yet,	 Constantine’s	 continuing	











It	 is	 symbolic	 that	Constantine’s	 leprosy	 is	 healed	 through	baptism,	 a	process	 that	
washes	 away	 the	 sins	 of	 his	 soul,	 which	 were	 represented	 through	 his	 physical	
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affliction	in	turn.	Through	his	suffering,	Constantine	atones	for	his	sins	and	becomes	
both	 spiritually	 and	 physically	 ‘whole’	 upon	 his	 baptism	 and	 conversion.	
Constantine’s	 cure	 through	 baptism	highlights	 that	 physical	medicine	 is	 inferior	 to	
spiritual	medicine.	His	baptism	marks	his	moral	and	spiritual	redemption	as	well	as	
his	entry	into	Christianity:	a	pattern	that	also	appears	in	both	biblical	narratives	and	
medieval	 visual	 culture,	 as	 demonstrated	 in	 the	 evocative	 resonance	 between	 the	
images	of	Naaman’s	healing	and	Christ’s	baptism	(figs.	3	and	4).		
The	exact	moment	of	healing	 is	 suggested	 in	 the	 stage-directions:	 [s.d.	 The	
mask	 away]	 (BM,	 aft.	 l.	 1835).	 This	 occurs	 directly	 after	 Sylvester	 declares:	 ‘As	 I	
beseech	him,	 a	 full	 healing!’	 (BM,	 l.	 1835),	 so	 it	 is	 plausible	 that	 the	 actor	 playing	
Sylvester	removes	Constantine’s	mask	in	the	dramatic	performance	of	his	cure.	The	




[s.d.	 there	 shone	 forth	 a	 marvellous	 splendour	 of	 light.	 So	
thence	 he	 came	 forth	 clean,	 and	 declared	 that	 he	 had	 seen	
Christ]	(BM,	aft.	l.	1853).	
	
This	 suggests	 that	 Constantine’s	 body	may	 be	 obscured	 from	 the	 audience	 at	 this	
point	of	the	play.	If	his	leprosy	was	visible	on	his	body	as	well	as	his	face,	any	body	
paint	used	to	portray	leper	spots	could	be	washed	off	during	this	moment	of	action.	


































In	Bewnans	Meriasek	 the	 suffering	 of	 Constantine	 cannot	 parallel	 the	 suffering	 of	
Christ	until	he	has	morally	redeemed	himself	in	the	eyes	of	Christianity.	As	a	heretic	
and	a	persecutor	of	Christians,	Constantine	is	characterised	by	his	moral	and	spiritual	
impairment	 whilst	 he	 is	 afflicted	 with	 leprosy.	 It	 is	 through	 his	 suffering	 that	 he	
atones	for	his	sins,	and	through	his	baptism	that	he	is	cured.	This	is	evocative	of	how	
Christ’s	 body	 is	wounded	 in	 atoning	 for	 the	 sins	 of	 humankind	but	 renewed	again	
upon	 his	 resurrection.	 In	 the	 same	 leprous	 body,	 the	 positive	 and	 negative	













third	 part	 of	 the	 Cornish	Ordinalia.	 Rather	 like	 the	 story	 of	 Constantine,	 this	 play	





The	 narrative	 of	 Tiberius’	 conversion	 to	 Christianity	 and	 Pilate’s	 suicide	 is	
apocryphal.	 Similar	 narratives	 can	 be	 found	 in	 the	 thirteenth-century	 Franciscan	
Erfurt	Chronicle	in	which	the	leprous	Emperor	Tiberius	is	healed	by	Veronica’s	veil.	In	
the	 romance	 La	 Vengeance	 de	 Nostre	 Seigneur	 from	 the	 twelfth	 century	 it	 is	 the	











leprosy.	 Although	 the	 leprosy	 of	 the	 Emperor	 does	 not	 appear	 to	 have	 a	 negative	
signification	in	this	play,	 it	 is	 interesting	to	observe	how	the	non-Christianity	of	the	
character	 is	 established,	 especially	 since	 this	 is	 a	 defining	 aspect	 of	 the	 Emperor	
















In	 these	 lines,	 the	Emperor	Tiberius	displays	his	pride	 in	placing	himself	above	 the	
people	 of	 the	 world.	 This	 is	 typical	 of	 stage	 tyrants,	 and	 comparable	 to	 the	
description	 of	 Constantine	 as	 ‘a	 body	 without	 peer’	 (BM,	 l.	 1153),	 as	 well	 as	 the	
words	of	Paul	when	he	declares:	‘my	pere	on	lyue	I	trow	ys	nott	found’	(CoSP,	l.	17).	
Unlike	Constantine	and	Paul,	 however,	 Tiberius	does	not	directly	demonstrate	any	
moral	 impairment,	 although	 his	 boastfulness	 may	 be	 suggestive	 of	 his	 spiritual	
impairment.	It	indicates	that	his	leprosy	at	this	point	may	signify	his	unbelief,	a	trait	
that	was	 specifically	 associated	with	 the	disease.	 Yet,	 Tiberius’	 notable	 absence	of	
negative	 characteristics	 coupled	 with	 the	 unknown	 cause	 of	 the	 condition	 means	
that	it	is	difficult	to	connect	his	leprosy	with	his	moral	and	spiritual	condition	in	this	




others	 in	 the	search	 for	a	cure.	Thus,	 if	his	 condition	does	 initially	 signify	his	pride	




















in	 the	 dramatisation	 of	 the	 disease.	 Since	medicine	 cannot	 help	 Tiberius,	 this	 also	











































that	 the	Messenger	 emphasises	 that	 his	 lord	 is	 ‘so	 sick’	 (DoP,	 l.	 1664)	 suggests	 its	
visibility	to	the	audience,	as	do	the	stage	directions:	[s.d.	He	is	healed	of	his	leprosy]	
(DoP,	 aft.	 l.	 1740).	 It	 is	 possible	 that	 the	 disease	 could	 have	been	performed	with	
body	paint	marking	leper	spots,	as	is	depicted	in	fig.	9	illustrating	the	leprosy	of	the	
Emperor	Vespasian	 in	 the	similar	play	of	 the	French	Mystère	de	 la	Vengeance.	The	
Emperor	 kneels	 before	 he	 kisses	 the	 veil,	 in	 the	 stage	 directions:	 [s.d.	 he	 kneels]	
(DoP,	 aft.	 l.	 1734).	Whilst	he	 is	 kneeling,	with	his	 face	 concealed	behind	 the	 linen,	
there	is	an	opportunity	for	any	visible	manifestation	of	his	leprosy	to	be	removed	out	
of	 sight	of	 the	audience.	Since	Tiberius	kisses	 the	veil,	 this	action	could	have	been	
used	to	wipe	away	any	signs	of	leprosy.	
Tiberius’	 physical	 transformation	 conveys	 the	 miraculous	 properties	 of	 the	
veil.	 Since	 holy	 relics	 were	 important	 in	 medieval	 pilgrimages,	 accounts,	 and	

















or	 whether	 the	 role	 retrospectively	 affects	 the	 signification	 of	 Tiberius’	 leprosy	
Interestingly,	 it	 is	 after	 he	 is	 healed	 that	 Tiberius	 Caesar	 is	 characterised	 by	 his	
ruthless	thirst	for	vengeance	on	behalf	of	his	faith,	in	stark	contrast	to	the	Emperor	








Tiberius’	 role	 avenging	 Christ	 creates	 another	 connection	 between	 the	
(retrospective)	 leprous	 body	 and	 the	 crucified	 body	 of	 Christ,	 for	 it	 is	 through	 his	
cure	and	conversion	that	the	Emperor	becomes	a	suitable	figure	to	avenge	his	death.	
In	 turn,	 this	presents	 the	different	significations	of	 leprosy	according	to	 the	 leper’s	






they	 feature	 in	 one	 of	 the	 Bishop’s	 healing	 miracles.292	Defined	 by	 their	 shared	
disease,	 the	 names	 of	 the	 lepers	 suggest	 the	 limited	 function	 of	 their	 role.	 The	











church	 –	 especially	 since	 the	 Chaplain	 instructs	 them	 to	 remain	 at	 a	 distance.	 In	





The	 section	 concerning	 the	 healing	 of	 the	 two	 lepers	 begins	when	 the	 First	 Leper	
appeals	 to	 the	 Lord	 for	 help	with	 his	 sickness.	 It	 is	 significant	 that	 the	 lepers	 turn	














Here,	 the	 First	 Leper	 refers	 to	 the	 noticeable	 physical	 form	 his	 leprosy	 has	 taken,	
which	he	suggests	is	visually	repugnant.	This	emphasis	upon	his	unsightliness	has	the	
effect	 of	 heightening	 the	 miracle	 of	 the	 cure	 that	 the	 Bishop	 Meriasek	 helps	 to	
achieve.	Despite	 their	ugliness,	 there	 is	a	notable	absence	of	negative	 implications	







how	 the	 disease	 is	 visibly	 represented	 to	 the	 audience,	 which	 presents	 a	 clear	
contrast	 to	 the	 specific	 detail	 of	 the	 leper	 mask	 in	 the	 portrayal	 of	 the	 Emperor	
Constantine’s	 leprosy	 within	 the	 same	 play-text.	 Since	 the	 Emperor	 Constantine’s	
leprosy	directly	represents	his	moral	condition	(whereas	this	is	not	the	case	for	the	
First	 and	 Second	 Leper),	 it	 is	 plausible	 that	 there	 was	 a	 contrast	 between	 the	
performances	of	 leprosy	 for	 these	characters.	Whilst	 this	may	explain	why	 there	 is	


























Such	 a	 constraint	 could	 be	 imposed	 upon	 lepers	 by	 the	 church	 in	 the	 Mass	 of	
Separation.293	The	 lepers’	 identity	 as	 ‘separated	 men’	 is	 also	 indicative	 of	 the	
visibility	 of	 their	 leprosy	 in	 some	 form,	 and	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 physiological	
manifestations	 of	 the	 disease,	 they	 may	 also	 have	 worn	 clothing	 associated	 with	
lepers	(see	figs.	11	and	12).	












And	 they	 brought	 unto	 him	 also	 infants,	 that	 he	 might	 touch	




This	 has	 the	 effect	 of	 highlighting	 the	 parallel	 between	 the	 Bishop	Meriasek	 and	
Christ,	 as	 a	 man	 serving	 all	 Christians	 without	 discrimination. 295 	Meriasek’s	




























have	 faced	 away	 from	 the	 audience	 during	 Meriasek’s	 prayers,	 and	 then	 have	
cleaned	or	wiped	away	any	body	paint	depicting	spots	or	sores,	revealing	their	clear,	
fair	 skin.	 Alternatively,	 their	 faces	 could	 have	 been	 concealed	 through	 a	 costume	
such	as	a	hooded	leper	cloak,	as	shown	in	figs.	11	and	12.	
	












highlights	 his	 parallel	 to	 Christ	 by	 helping	 those	 in	 need.	 This	 encapsulates	 the	
function	 of	 the	miraculous	 healing	 of	 these	 two	 lepers	 in	 the	 play:	 to	 strengthen	
devotion	 to	 both	 Christ	 and	Meriasek	 in	 demonstrating	 their	 powers	 and	 virtuous	
qualities.		




























Like	 the	 lepers,	 no	 attention	 is	 given	 to	 the	 causes	 of	 the	 disease	 or	what	 it	may	
signify:	 it	 exists	 only	 to	be	presented	before	 the	Bishop	Meriasek	 and	 then	 cured.	
The	 Fever	 Patient’s	 final	 response	 to	 this	 healing	 miracle	 promotes	 the	 power	 of	
Christ	and	Meriasek,	suggesting	that	this	is	the	central	focus.	
The	challenging	range	of	diseases	presented	before	an	important	Christian,	as	
seen	 in	Bewnans	Meriasek,	 can	be	traced	back	to	the	Bible.	The	words	of	Christ	 in	
the	gospel	of	Luke	that	are	echoed	in	the	words	of	the	Bishop	Meriasek	come	from	a	
chapter	of	the	New	Testament	that	also	covers	healing	miracles	of	the	disabled	and	
afflicted	 from	 one	 patient	 to	 the	 next.	 Even	 though	 the	 focus	 on	 the	 lepers’	
separation	 has	 clear	 links	with	 its	medieval	 social	 and	 cultural	 construction,	 these	
responses	are	also	rooted	in	religious	perceptions	of	the	disease.	This	suggests	that	

















Simon	 the	 Leper	 is	 the	 usual	 name	 of	 a	 biblical	 figure	who	 features	 in	 a	 range	 of	
extant	medieval	drama	including	the	plays	of	York,	Towneley,	N-Town,	Chester,	and	
Cornwall.	 Yet,	of	 all	 these	 collections,	 Simon’s	 leprosy	 is	only	acknowledged	 in	 the	
Chester	 Corvisors’	 Play,	 in	 which	 the	 character	 briefly	 reflects	 on	 his	 previous	
affliction.	 Although	 Simon’s	 leprosy	 is	 acknowledged	 in	 influential	 medieval	 texts	
such	as	 the	Golden	Legend,	 in	 this	 text	 it	 is	only	ever	 referred	 to	briefly,	and	even	
then,	it	has	already	been	cured:	‘Simon	the	leper,	whom	Christ	cured	of	leprosy’.296	
Simon’s	 leprosy	 itself	 is	 a	 subject	 that	 is	 almost	 entirely	 ignored	 in	 the	 medieval	
period,	and	there	are	no	narratives	of	his	affliction	or	cure.	Consequently,	scholars	
such	 as	 Losch	have	 suggested	 that	 ‘Simon	 the	 Leper’	 is	 a	mistranslation,	 since	 the	
Aramaic	 for	 ‘leper’	 is	 very	 similar	 to	 the	 Hebrew	 for	 ‘jar	 merchant’.297		 In	 the	
Corvisors’	 Play	 the	 signification	 of	 his	 leprosy	 is	 neutral	 and	 thus	 does	 not	 reflect	
upon	 Simon	 the	 Leper’s	 moral	 and	 spiritual	 condition,	 despite	 the	 multivalent	



















This	 account	 of	 Simon’s	 former	 leprosy	 is	 centred	 on	 his	 physical	 transformation	
through	the	power	of	Christ.	Although	symptoms	of	the	leprosy	such	as	measles	and	















These	 transformations	 are	 then	 used	 to	 foreshadow	Mary’s	moral	 transformation.	
The	episode	at	the	house	of	Simon	the	Leper	is	significant	in	the	narrative	of	Christ	
and	Mary	Magdalene,	for	this	is	where	she	confesses	her	sins,	washes	and	kisses	his	




























sinfulness,	 and	 like	 Mary’s	 prostitution,	 was	 regarded	 as	 an	 ‘unclean’	 physical	
condition.	 A	 connection	 between	 Mary’s	 sin	 and	 Simon’s	 former	 leprosy	 is	 even	
made	in	the	characters’	own	descriptions	of	their	transformations,	for	both	employ	
the	 word	 ‘fowle’.	 Whereas	 Mary	 reflects	 that	 ‘from	 fowle	 life	 unto	 great	 lee	 /	
releeved	 me,	 lord,	 for	 love’	 (Ch.	 CP,	 ll.	 134-135),	 Simon	 the	 Leper	 describes	 his	
affliction	 ‘that	 fowle	 and	 mesell	 was’	 (Ch.	 CP,	 l.	 18).	 It	 is	 also	 possible	 that	 the	
transformations	of	Mary	and	Simon	the	Leper	 from	their	 ‘fowle’	conditions	project	
forwards	on	to	the	moral	corruption	of	Judas,	who,	in	his	conspiracy	against	Christ,	
expresses	 his	 intent	 to	 ‘fowle	 him’	 (Ch.	CP,	 l.	 300).	Whilst	 Simon’s	 former	 leprosy	
may	thus	hint	at	his	previous	sinfulness,	 it	 is	clear	 that	his	disease	continues	 to	be	
used	as	a	 symbol	of	his	own	 transformation	at	 the	hands	of	Christ	 throughout	 the	
play,	thus	portraying	his	acceptance	of	all	people	into	Christianity.		











In	 these	 words,	 Lazarus	 attributes	 the	miracle	 of	 his	 resurrection	 to	 the	 virtue	 of	
Christ.	 In	 representing	 all	 of	 these	miraculous	 transformations,	 the	Corvisors’	 Play	
uses	 Simon	 the	 Leper’s	 leprosy,	 Lazarus’	 resurrection,	 and	 Mary	 Magdalene’s	
redemption	to	symbolise	the	physical,	spiritual,	and	moral	transformations	they	have	
each	undertaken.	Overall,	 this	highlights	 the	divine	mercy	of	Christ	 to	 redeem	and	
transform	 both	 the	 body	 and	 the	 soul.	 These	 three	 figures	 are	 also	 important	 for	
what	they	each	represent:	Simon	the	Leper	is	an	example	of	Christ’s	powers	to	heal;	
Mary	Magdalene	of	his	power	to	forgive	sins;	and	Lazarus	of	his	ability	to	resurrect.	
Thus,	 together	 they	 amount	 to	 what	 Christ	 embodies	 and	 achieves	 in	 his	 own	
transformation	 in	his	death	and	resurrection:	the	salvation	of	mankind.	Since	Mary	




to	 a	 discussion	 of	 leprosy,	 it	 is	 still	 significant	 to	 observe	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	




to	 Simon	 the	 Leper,	 Lazarus	 and	Mary	Magdalene	 in	 their	own	 transformations,	 is	
also	noteworthy,	recalling	the	visual	similarities	between	the	leprous	body	and	Christ	
as	 the	 Man	 of	 Sorrows	 with	 the	 wounds	 of	 his	 body	 symbolising	 the	 sins	 of	
humankind.	 Overall,	 Simon	 the	 Leper’s	 healed	 body	 embodies	 Christ’s	 powers	 to	
cure	 leprosy,	 and	 serves	 to	 emphasise	 his	 powers	 of	 redemption,	 both	 for	 Mary	




Leprosy	 with	 a	 neutral	 signification	 does	 not	 reflect	 on	 the	 moral	 or	 spiritual	
condition	 of	 individual	 characters	 in	 medieval	 drama,	 even	 though	 each	 of	 these	
	 203	
cases	of	 ‘neutral’	 leprosy	have	actively	positive	 force	 in	demonstrating	the	glory	of	
God	in	their	cures.	For	the	First	and	Second	Lepers	of	Bewnans	Meriasek	and	Simon	
the	Leper	in	the	Chester	Corvisors’	Play	the	cure	of	an	incurable	disease	showcases	
the	 power	 of	 Christianity.	 But	 the	 Emperor	 Tiberius	 Caesar	 in	 the	 Passio	 Christi	
provides	 a	 slightly	 different	 example	 since	 his	 recovery	 from	 the	 condition	 occurs	
through	his	conversion	to	Christianity.	The	Emperor	attains	the	ideal	moral,	spiritual	
and	 physical	 condition	 upon	 his	 recovery	 and	 acceptance	 of	 Christianity,	 thus	
becoming	a	suitable	figure	to	avenge	Christ’s	death.	Tiberius’	(retrospective)	leprous	
body	 is	therefore	an	 interesting	contrast	to	the	other	 ‘neutral’	 lepers:	even	though	
his	 leprosy	 is	 consistently	neutral,	 it	 is	his	healed	body	 that	 reflects	 the	moral	and	







through	 their	 positive,	 negative,	 or	 neutral	 significations.	 In	 turn,	 the	 contrasting	
significations	 and	 different	 circumstances	 of	 each	 instance	 of	 leprosy	 in	 medieval	
drama	demonstrate	 the	variable	use	of	 the	disease	overall.	Different	aspects	of	 its	
medieval	medical	and	cultural	constructions	are	utilised,	acknowledged	or	ignored	in	
the	conflicting	and	multivalent	representations	of	the	disease.		




inferiority	 of	 physical	 medicine	 to	 spiritual	 healing.	 In	 Tiberius’	 case	 physical	
medicine	is	mentioned	but	dismissed	as	ineffective,	resulting	in	Christ	being	his	only	
chance	 of	 cure.	 Constantine’s	 endeavour	 to	 find	 a	 cure,	 however,	 is	 actively	
dramatised	and	 it	 is	 through	his	selfish	and	barbaric	 intentions	to	use	the	blood	of	
infants	 as	 medicine	 that	 his	 ‘moral	 leprosy’	 is	 highlighted.	Whilst	 these	 examples	
reflect	perceptions	of	 the	medical	 limitations	of	 the	chance	of	 curing	 leprosy,	 they	
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are	 also	 comparable	 to	 the	 inferiority	 of	 physical	 medicine	 highlighted	 through	
Salomé	 in	 the	 N-Town	 Nativity	 as	 well	 as	 Jonathas	 in	 the	 Croxton	 Play	 of	 the	
Sacrament.	For	 instance,	prior	to	Jonathas’	cure	through	conversion	to	Christianity,	
his	 physical	 affliction	 is	 the	 subject	 of	 a	 comedic	 interlude,	 in	 which	 the	 drunken	
quack-doctor	Master	Brundyche	and	his	servant	Colle	attempt	to	tend	to	Jonathas’	
severed	hand.	However,	as	 Jonathas’	 severed	hand	 is	 clearly	beyond	medical	 cure,	
this	 demonstrates	 the	 foolishness	 of	 the	 physician	 and	 highlights	 that	 physical	
medicine	is	inferior	to	spiritual	healing.	Each	of	these	examples	involve	the	body	and	
affliction	 of	 the	 unbeliever,	 thus	 demonstrating	 how	 the	 afflicted	 body	 of	 the	
unbeliever	 could	 be	 used	 to	 promote	 the	 power	 of	 Christianity	 either	 in	 actively	
demonstrating	 the	 inferiority	 of	 physical	medicine	 or	 dismissing	 it	 (as	 occurs	with	
Tiberius).	
	
The	 idea	 of	 leprosy	 as	 a	 form	 of	 purgatory	 features	 even	 in	medical	 thought,	 for	
Chauliac	 asserts	 that	 ‘if	 leprouse	men	 were	 reproued,	 it	 were	 a	 purgatorie	 to	 þe	
soule’.299	This	interpretation	of	the	condition	attaining	salvation	through	suffering	is	
interesting	to	consider	in	representations	of	the	disease	in	medieval	drama.	Notably,	
Tiberius	 and	 Constantine	 both	 achieve	 salvation	 in	 converting	 to	 Christianity.	 The	
First	and	Second	Lepers	also	conform	to	Chauliac’s	spiritual	interpretation	of	leprosy	















wounded	 body	 is	 imagined	 and	 described	 by	 Constantine	 during	 his	 baptism,	 the	
similarities	between	the	leprous	body	and	the	body	of	Christ	would	also	have	been	
visually	 apparent	 to	 the	 audience.	His	 salvation	 through	physical	 transformation	 is	
therefore	 also	 a	 parallel	 to	 the	 salvation	 of	 mankind	 achieved	 through	 Christ’s	
crucifixion.	The	body	of	Tiberius	also	visually	evokes	the	body	of	Christ,	although	this	




The	 popularity	 of	 leprosy	 in	 medieval	 drama,	 which	 is	 only	 ever	 cured	
through	 Christianity,	 suggests	 its	 clear	 impact	 as	 a	 serious	 disease,	 even	 though	
there	was	a	significant	decrease	in	the	number	of	people	afflicted	with	it	by	the	late-
medieval	period.	These	cultural	perceptions	that	 leprosy	was	 incurable	are	used	to	
heighten	 the	 miracle	 of	 its	 cure.	 The	 varying	 significations	 of	 the	 disease	 can	 be	
explained	 by	 the	 dramatists’	 own	 awareness	 of	 the	 multiple	 implications	 of	 the	
disease	 from	 a	 divine	 gift	 to	 proof	 of	 heresy,	 thus	 suggesting	 their	 purposeful	
manipulation	 of	 constructions	 of	 the	 condition.	 In	 conclusion,	 the	 signification	 of	





















Wounds	 carried	 important	 symbolic	 value	 in	 the	medieval	 period:	 particularly	 the	
wounds	of	Christ,	which	had	a	strong	presence	throughout	religious	life.	Increasingly	
graphic	 depictions	 and	 evocations	 of	 Christ’s	wounded	 body	 appeared	 throughout	
late-medieval	 art	 and	 literature	 and	 became	 a	 central	 devotional	 focus	 through	
which	 viewers	 and	 worshippers	 could	 meditate	 on	 his	 suffering	 and	 sacrifice.	
Devotion	 to	 the	 wounds	 became	 so	 strong	 that	 there	 was	 a	 Mass	 of	 the	 Five	




Christ’s	 wounds	 had	 come	 to	 be	 multivalent	 symbols	 even	 by	 the	 eighth	
century,	 as	 proof	 of	 his	 death	 and	 resurrection,	 a	 demonstration	 of	 love,	 an	




















than	He	 shewid	 a	 faire,	 delectabil	 place	 and	 large	 enow	 for	 al	
mankynd	that	shal	be	save	to	resten	in	pece	and	in	love.304	
	
As	 well	 as	 a	 dovecote,	 Richard	 Rolle	 compared	 the	 wounded	 body	 of	 Christ	 to	 a	
honeycomb	(with	 the	cells	of	 the	honeycomb	as	Christ’s	 individual	wounds),	and	a	
net	 to	 catch	 him:	 ‘so	 that	 sin	 can	 never	 set	 me	 free	 from	 the	 confining	 walls	 of	
virtue’.305	These	 comparisons	 and	 many	 similar	 images	 highlight	 the	 numerous	
responses	to	Christ’s	wounds	in	medieval	religious	life,	and	the	subsequent	influence	
of	 the	 spiritual	 interpretation	 of	 these	 wounds	 on	 the	 signification	 of	 wounded,	
mutilated	or	dismembered	bodies.		
Wounds	might	also	possess	moral	significations,	as	seen	in	works	such	as	The	








is	 so	 grievously	wounded,	 as	 I	 have	 shown	 before,	 and	 I	 have	
asked	 for	medicines	 sufficient	 for	my	condition	…	 I	have	asked	
for	the	bandage	of	your	joys	…	to	protect	me	cleanly	as	a	sore	so	
perilous	and	mortal	ought	to	be	protected…from	all	foul	delight,	
from	evil	 thoughts,	 from	memories	of	and	pleasure	 in	old	sins.	
306		
	
It	 is	 unclear	whether	 the	moral	 association	 that	 could	 exist	 between	wounds	 and	
sinfulness	originated	from	the	 idea	of	Christ’s	wounded	body	displaying	the	effects	
of	the	sins	of	mankind.	Since	moral	associations	of	wounds	do	not	always	explicitly	
reference	 Christ,	 this	 may	 suggest	 the	 independent	 existence	 of	 this	 association,	













Just	as	 it	 is	proper	 for	a	person	to	undress	completely	to	show	
his	bodily	wounds	to	a	doctor	or	surgeon,	since	confession	is	the	
healing	of	 injuries	done	to	the	soul	 it	 is	proper	for	someone	to	
reveal	all	his	inner	wounds	to	his	spiritual	doctor.307		
	
Here,	 wounds	 are	 used	 as	 a	 metaphor	 for	 spiritual	 condition,	 emphasising	 the	
spiritual	 healing	 of	 confession.	 This	 provides	 evidence	 of	 the	 different	 uses	 of	 the	









Since	 wounds	 could	 possess	 conflicting	 significations,	 this	 chapter	 will	 examine	
wounds	over	a	moral	spectrum.	It	is	clear	that	wounds	in	medieval	drama	are	used	
to	 very	different	effects,	 especially	 in	 the	multivalent	body	of	Christ,	which	has	 its	
own	 spectrum	 of	 signification.	 Outside	 of	 Christ’s	 body,	 wounds,	 mutilation	 and	
dismemberment	often	refer	back	to	the	wounds	of	Christ	and	the	sacred,	even	over	




























to	 note	 the	 overlap	 between	 religion	 and	 medicine	 in	 medical	 texts	 on	 wound	
care.312	
The	medical	approaches	to	wounds,	as	breaches	in	the	body’s	wholeness,	or	
as	 needing	 to	 be	 purged,	 or	 restored	 with	 new	 flesh,	 are	 comparable	 to	 the	
metaphorical	images	of	wounds	in	devotional	texts.	This	is	apparent	in	a	work	such	
as	 Henry	 of	 Grosmont’s	Book	 of	 Holy	Medicines,	 which	 expresses	 its	 spiritual	 and	
religious	 meanings	 through	 descriptions	 of	 wound	 care.	 Grosmont	 also	 links	 the	
medical	 and	 spiritual	 in	 other	ways,	 by	 connecting	 the	wounded	body	of	 Christ	 to	
Christ	 in	 his	 role	 as	 a	 divine	 physician	 (Christus	Medicus),	 since	 the	medicine	 that	
Henry	 requests	 is	 the	blood	of	Christ.	 It	 is	paradoxical	 that	Grosmont	 connects	his	














The	 five	 wounds	 of	 the	 crucifixion	 were	 understood	 to	 have	 a	 range	 of	 specific	
meanings,	as	an	intercession	to	God,	an	accusation	of	sin,	a	demonstration	of	 love,	
and	proof	of	his	death	and	resurrection.	The	side	wound,	which	was	made	in	order	
to	 prove	 that	 Christ	 was	 dead,	 pierced	 his	 heart	 and	 ‘there	 came	 out	 blood	 and	
water’.313	Whereas	 the	 water	 symbolised	 baptism,	 the	 blood	 of	 Christ’s	 heart	
symbolised	his	love	for	mankind.	Julian	of	Norwich,	for	instance,	makes	reference	to	
the	 ‘dereworthy	blode	and	pretious	water	which	He	 lete	poure	al	oute	for	 love’.314	
The	blood	of	Christ’s	heart	wound	was	an	important	a	part	of	the	sacrament	of	the	
Eucharist.	 The	 connection	 between	 this	 sacrament	 and	 Christ’s	 wound	 is	 directly	
portrayed	 in	 fig.	 1,	 which	 depicts	 a	 chalice	 containing	 the	 bloody	 side	 wound	 of	
Christ.	This	 image	highlights	 that	drinking	 the	wine	of	 the	Eucharist	 is	 like	drinking	
directly	from	the	side	wound	of	Christ.	
As	 the	 wounds	 of	 Christ	 did	 not	 heal,	 they	 also	 became	 the	 proof	 of	 his	
resurrection,	 just	as	 they	are	 in	 the	New	Testament.	 In	 the	gospel	of	Luke	 (24:40),	
Christ	shows	his	wounds	to	Cleophas	and	Luke	as	proof	of	his	resurrection,	and	the	





















selection	 of	 which	 can	 be	 seen	 surrounding	 the	 image	 of	 Christ	 as	 the	 Man	 of	
Sorrows	 in	 fig.	2.	These	weapons	were	perceived	 to	have	armed	Christ	against	 the	
devil,	 for	 it	 is	 through	 his	 death	 that	 his	 victory	 over	 the	 devil	 was	 achieved.	 A	
fourteenth-century	 Middle	 English	 poem	 in	 the	 Arma	 Christi	 rolls	 describes	 the	
impact	of	 each	weapon	upon	Christ,	 and	details	 the	ways	 in	which	 they	 assist	 the	
faithful	 to	 overcome	 sin.316	Thus,	 the	arma	 Christi	 became	 a	 symbol	 of	 protection	




the	 ‘visual	 association	 of	 fragmented	 body	 parts	 with	 passion	 piety’.318	The	 act	 of	




































































love	 and	 grief	 for	 the	 human	 suffering	 of	 the	 wounds	 and	 therefore	morally	 and	
emotionally	indebted	to	him.	Thus,	the	poem	uses	Christ’s	wounded	and	tormented	
body	to	encourage	the	reader	to	honour	his	suffering	for	the	salvation	of	mankind	by	
abstaining	 from	 sin.	 In	 presenting	 this	 moral	 message,	 Christ	 specially	 draws	











and	 sin,	 including	 between	 the	 seven	deadly	 sins	 and	 the	 seven	 times	Christ	 shed	
blood:	at	the	Circumcision,	on	Mount	Olivet,	the	scourging,	the	crown	of	thorns	on	
his	head,	the	wounds	 in	the	feet,	 the	wounds	 in	the	hands,	and	the	piercing	of	his	
side.326	The	blood	of	Christ	was	an	 integral	part	of	 the	 sacrament	of	 the	Eucharist,	
which	 commemorated	 Christ	 giving	 his	 disciples	 bread	 and	 wine	 as	 his	 body	 and	
blood	 to	 consume	 in	 remembrance	 of	 him	 at	 the	 Last	 Supper.	 As	well	 as	 being	 a	




















crucifix	 with	movable	 arms	 …	 often	 to	 be	 carried	 through	 the	
streets	 in	 triumph.	 The	 realism	 of	 such	 dramatizations	 of	 the	
Passion	 was	 often	 heightened	 by	 having	 the	 figure	 fitted	 out	
with	human	hair	and	with	a	hollow	 in	 its	 side	 through	which	a	
bag	of	 animal	blood	 could	be	pierced	with	a	 spear	 to	 simulate	
the	piercing	of	Christ’s	side	as	he	hung	on	the	cross.328	
	

















































the	 blood,	 skull	 or	 bone	 fragments	 of	 holy	 figures	 (see	 fig.	 6).	 These	 reliquaries	
provided	 physical	 evidence	 of	 the	 saints’	 divine	 sacrifice,	 and	 mediated	 the	
relationship	 between	 the	 viewer	 and	 the	 holy	 figure.	 Holy	 relics	 also	 inspired	
pilgrimage	as	 they	were	thought	 to	provide	healing	miracles	–	 thus,	 in	 the	 form	of	
relics,	the	wounds	of	the	sacred	could	interact	with	the	suffering	of	pilgrims.	It	was	
thought	 that	 actions	 such	as	making	prayers	 to	 the	martyrs,	 visiting	 their	 tomb	or	
relics,	could	reduce	time	spent	in	purgatory	as	well	as	healing	physical	afflictions.331		
The	 extensive	 devotional	 attention	 given	 to	 the	 martyrs’	 bodies	 through	
celebrations,	 reliquaries	 and	 pilgrimages	 indicates	 that	 they	 were	 perceived	 to	
physically	embody	the	sanctity	of	their	divine	sacrifice.	It	was	also	thought	that	holy	
wounds	could	possess	a	sweet	smell,	just	as	St.	Paul’s	body	is	said	to	in	accounts	of	
his	 martyrdom,	 whereas	 the	 wounds	 of	 the	 unholy	 were	 thought	 to	 smell	
unpleasant.332	Since	 the	 bones	 of	 Christian	 martyrs	 in	 Roman	 catacombs	 were	
thought	 to	 ‘cast	off	a	golden	glow	and	a	 faintly	sweet	smell’	 the	bodily	 remains	of	




St.	 Augustine	 provides	 an	 illuminating	 response	 to	 the	 wounds	 of	 the	 sacred	 as	
beautiful	and	important.	This	is	in	direct	contrast	to	the	wounds	of	ordinary	people,	
which	were	nothing	more	than	deformity	or	imperfection.	For	these	ordinary	people,	





















Imperfections	 of	 the	 ‘ordinary’	 wounded	 body	 are	 thus	 differentiated	 from	 the	
wounds	of	martyrs,	and	Augustine	outlines	that	it	is	the	marks	of	wounds	that	will	be	
visible	 in	 the	 bodies	 of	 the	 blessed	martyrs.	 He	 also	 specifies	 that	 in	 instances	 of	
dismemberment,	limbs	will	be	restored	in	heaven:	
	














marks	 of	 their	 glorious	 wounds,	 still	 visible	 in	 their	 immortal	
flesh.338	
	
Here,	 Augustine	 suggests	 that	 the	 marks	 of	 sacred	 wounds	 signify	 the	 spiritual	
qualities	of	the	martyrs.		
These	wounds	 could	also	be	evocative	of	 the	body	of	Christ.	 For	 instance,	 in	
the	Golden	Legend,	St.	James	the	Dismembered	compares	his	amputated	fingers	and	














In	 addition	 to	 signifying	 the	 saint’s	 own	 virtuous	 qualities,	 these	 wounds	 take	 on	
even	 further	 signification	 in	 comparison	 to	 the	 body	 of	 Christ,	 with	 each	 wound	
given	 its	 own	 separate	meaning.	 Thus,	 it	 is	 through	 the	wounds	 (or	 the	marks	 of	
wounds)	sustained	for	Christ	that	we	can	contemplate	the	martyrs’	love	for	him.		
	
There	 were	 conflicting	 ideas	 about	 whether	 Christian	 martyrs	 felt	 pain.	 Late-
medieval	 images	of	martyrdom	such	as	 those	of	St.	Agatha	 (see	 fig.	7)	portray	 the	








so	 my	 soul	 cannot	 enter	 paradise	 unless	 you	 make	 the	
headsman	give	me	harsh	treatment.341	
	
Like	 St.	 Augustine,	 St.	 Agatha	 glorifies	 each	 wound	 and	moment	 of	 suffering	 and	
suggests	 that	 the	 more	 suffering	 is	 endured	 the	 more	 glory	 achieved.	 However,	




of	glory’	with	God	granting	 the	 ‘bliss	of	 the	beatific	 vision	 to	block	 their	pain’,	has	
been	outlined	by	Bynum.342	Regarding	the	martyrs,	in	the	twelfth	century,	Richard	of	
Saint	 Victor	 noted	 that:	 ‘the	 greatness	 of	 their	 love	 alleviated	 the	 pain	 of	 their	









possessed	 every	 human	 sensibility	 except	 pain’,	 this	 immunity	 to	 pain	 in	 heaven	
does	 not	 mean	 that	 the	 saints	 were	 immune	 to	 pain	 during	 their	 martyrdom.344	
Many	narratives	of	martyrdom	contain	detail	 of	 the	pain	 that	 the	 saints	physically	
endured:	in	addition	to	St.	Agatha,	St.	James	the	Dismembered	specifically	refers	to	
the	 ‘pain	 of	 the	 ninth	 finger’	 as	 it	 is	 amputated.345	Whilst	 pain	 is	 an	 ambiguous	
aspect	of	martyrdom,	the	wounds,	mutilation	and	dismemberment	sustained	by	the	
martyrs	remains	a	testament	of	their	sanctity	whether	they	endured	suffering	out	of	
love	 for	Christ	or	were	 completely	 impervious	 to	 the	pain.	Overall,	 sacred	wounds	


























Christine	 Ebner’s	 spiritual	 autobiography	 from	 the	 fourteenth	 century	 provides	
evidence	 of	 the	 desirability	 of	 creating	 and	 possessing	wounds,	 for	 she	 flagellates	
herself	with	nettles,	switches	and	thorns	in	imitation	of	the	scourging	of	Christ	and	
cuts	 a	 cross	 into	 her	 chest.346	However,	 despite	 this	 positive	 response	 to	wounds,	




In	 addition	 to	 causing	 physical	 disgust,	 the	wounded	 body	 could	 also	 be	 a	








The	value	attached	 to	 injuries	 in	 compensation	claims	provides	evidence	of	
the	 extent	 to	 which	 wounds	 were	 perceived	 as	 defects	 that	 might	 permanently	
affect	the	 lives	of	 individuals.	Even	as	early	as	the	seventh	century,	 in	the	personal	
injury	 clauses	 of	 the	 Laws	 of	 Æthelberht,	 compensation	 was	 determined	 by	 ‘the	
value	 in	 physiological	 terms	 of	 the	 wounded	 part	 and	 the	 degree	 to	 which	 the	
damage	is	visible’.348	A	similar	practice	can	be	observed	in	legal	texts	such	as	the	Old	

















This	 suggests	 awareness	 that	 some	 compensation	 claims	 were	 made	 with	 the	
intention	of	extorting	money.		
A	similar	response	 is	evident	 in	social	and	religious	anxieties	about	beggars.	










could	 also	 be	 abused	 to	 falsify	 damage	 and	 defects	 upon	 the	 body.352	As	 a	
consequence,	anxieties	about	the	classification	of	the	deserving	and	the	undeserving	

















Many	 characters	 receive	 wounds	 in	 medieval	 drama,	 especially	 Christ,	 whose	
wounded	 body	 is	 a	 central	 feature	 in	 a	 large	 number	 of	 plays,	 since	 N-Town,	
Towneley,	 York	 and	 Chester,	 each	 have	 extended	 sequences	 focussing	 on	 the	
Passion.	 Considering	 the	 central	 importance	 of	 Christ’s	 body	 perhaps	 it	 is	 not	
surprising	that	wounds	with	both	‘positive’	or	‘negative’	significations	can	evoke	the	
wounded	bodies	of	Christ	and	the	martyrs.	It	is	the	virtuous	Christian	characters	that	
suffer	 these	 ‘positive	 wounds’,	 which	 can	 be	 symbols	 of	 glory	 or	 parallels	 to	 the	
sacred	 wounded.	 The	 wounds	 of	 the	 immoral	 and	 the	 sinful	 constitute	 ‘negative	
wounds’,	 which	 are	 symbolic	 of	moral	 and	 spiritual	 impairment	 even	 in	 instances	
where	there	is	an	(ironic)	parallel	to	the	sacred	wounded.	Therefore,	Christ’s	wounds	
will	 be	 examined	 first,	 allowing	 the	 signification	 of	 other	 wounds	 to	 be	 put	 into	
context.	 This	will	 be	 followed	by	 an	examination	of	 other	 characters	 inflicted	with	
first	positive	and	lastly,	negative	wounds.	
	
In	 the	 wounds	 of	 Christ	 section,	 I	 examine	 Christ	 in	 a	 range	 of	 different	 roles,	
providing	broad	insight	into	how	his	wounds	were	used	and	physically	performed	in	
medieval	 drama,	 and	 what	 they	 were	 used	 to	 signify.	 To	 start	 I	 explore	 how	 the	
silence	of	Christ	during	his	scourging	defines	their	signification	in	the	N-Town	Trials	
Before	 Pilate	 and	 Herod,	 and	 how	 Satan’s	 anticipation	 of	 the	 five	 wounds	 affects	
their	meaning	 in	 the	N-Town	play	of	Satan	and	Pilate’s	Wife.	 In	 the	York	Crucifixio	
Christi,	which	prolongs	the	torture	of	Christ,	I	examine	how	his	(eventual)	speech	in	
this	 play	 affects	 the	 signification	 of	 his	wounds.	 In	 these	 plays,	 I	 analyse	 how	 the	
significance	 of	 Christ’s	 wounds	 change	 with	 the	 context,	 evoking	 a	 number	 of	
different	affective	and	contemplative	responses.	
I	 then	 examine	 three	 plays	 which	 use	 Christ’s	 wounds	 to	 elicit	 emotional	
responses	from	the	audience.	I	consider	wounds	emotionally	as	well	as	physically	in	
the	N-Town	Crucifixion,	exploring	how	the	Virgin	Mary’s	affective	response	for	Christ	
in	 her	 grief	 demonstrates	 to	 the	 audience	 the	 very	 response	 it	 should	 have	 to	 his	
wounds.	I	examine	how	Thomas	uses	Christ’s	wounds	to	authenticate	his	resurrected	
body	in	the	N-Town	Appearance	to	Thomas	and	the	York	play	of	Doubting	Thomas	–	







the	 wounded	 and	 putrid	 body	 of	 the	 Naked	 Man	 in	 Bewnans	 Meriasek	 draws	 a	
parallel	 between	 the	 rancid	 wounds	 of	 his	 afflicted	 body	 and	 the	 body	 of	 Christ.	
Next,	 I	 interpret	 the	 parallel	 of	 St.	 Catherine’s	wounds	 to	 Christ,	 and	 the	Queen’s	
parallel	 to	 St.	 Agatha	 in	 the	 Mühlhausen	 Play	 of	 St.	 Catherine.	 The	 other	 sacred	
wound	I	examine	is	that	of	the	parallel	(metaphorical)	wounds	of	the	Virgin	Mary	in	
her	grief	 for	Christ	 in	the	N-Town	Crucifixion.	However,	this	play	 is	discussed	 in	my	
section	on	Christ’s	wounds.	
In	 my	 section	 on	 negative	 wounds	 I	 explore	 the	 wounds	 of	 immoral	
characters	and	personified	vices.	As	 in	my	section	on	 sacred	wounds,	 the	negative	
wounds	 I	 discuss	 also	 evoke	 the	 wounded	 bodies	 of	 Christ	 and	 the	 martyrs.	 For	
instance,	in	the	Cornish	Death	of	Pilate,	Pilate	fatally	wounds	himself	in	his	heart,	in	
a	reverse	parallel	to	Christ’s	own	death.	I	also	discuss	how	the	wounds	of	the	vices	in	








whipped,	 and	 pierced.	 Since	 devotion	 to	 the	wounds	 of	 Christ	 was	 so	 strong,	 the	
number	 of	 wounds	 his	 body	 receives	 is	 an	 essential	 aspect	 of	 meditation	 on	 his	
suffering.	 Whilst	 the	 five	 wounds	 sustained	 during	 the	 crucifixion	 played	 an	
important	role	in	Christian	devotion,	so	did	the	numerous	wounds	Christ	received	at	









performance	 of	 the	 Passion.	 In	 play-texts	 and	 performances,	 Christ	 could	 be	
represented	with	 a	 large	 number	 of	wounds	 at	 the	 scourging	 but	 only	 five	 during	
scenes	of	the	crucifixion.	Dramatising	only	the	five	wounds	in	spite	of	the	significant	













casts	 him	 in	 a	 role	 that	 only	 receives	 pain	 and	 presents	 the	 visual	 impact	 of	 this	
violence	 upon	 his	 body.	 Christ’s	 silence	 has	 the	 dramatic	 effect	 of	 portraying	 his	
divinity,	 for	 as	 Woolf	 has	 argued,	 it	 ‘becomes	 a	 magnificent	 symbol	 of	 the	























his	 clothes,	 revealing	 his	 body	 before	 his	 flesh	 is	 beaten:	 [s.d.	 Here	 thei	 pulle	 of	
Jhesus	 clothis	 and	betyn	hym	with	whyppys]	 (NT.	TBPH,	 aft.	 l.	 236).	Removing	 the	
clothes	of	Christ	would	have	allowed	 the	audience	 to	 see	 the	 visual	 impact	of	 the	
whipping	 upon	 Christ’s	 body,	 emphasising	 his	 pain	 and	 suffering.	 The	 dramatic	
purpose	of	physically	performing	the	wounds	of	Christ	as	they	are	made	allows	the	






















The	 horror	 of	 this	 action	 is	 intensified	 in	 the	 stark	 contrast	 between	 the	 playful	
taunts	of	Judeus	2	and	the	mutilation	of	Christ’s	body.	This	tension	is	heightened	by	
Christ’s	silence,	which	also	serves	to	portray	his	strength	and	resistance	to	Herod’s	
demands	 that	 he	 speak.	 Following	 further	 taunting	 from	 Judeus	 3,	 the	 stage	
directions	indicate	that	the	physical	impact	of	the	whips	appears	upon	Christ’s	body	
dramatising	 the	wounds	 that	he	now	bears:	 [s.d.	 thei	han	betyn	hym	 tyl	 he	 is	 alle	
blody]	(NT.	TBPH,	aft.	 l.	244).	This	effect	could	have	been	achieved	with	body	paint	
applied	 to	 the	 actor	 playing	 Christ	 from	 the	whips	 directly.	 Performance	 evidence	
from	 the	 Coventry	 Smiths’	 Passion	 pageant	 indicates	 that	 the	 actor	 playing	 Christ	
wore	 a	 ‘gyrdyll’	 and	 a	 ‘cote’,	 which	 is	 mentioned	 in	 reference	 to	 its	 ‘payntyng	 &	
gylldyng’,	 although	 there	 is	 no	 detail	 of	 what	 the	 ‘cote’	 may	 have	 looked	 like.357	
Davidson	has	noted	that	this	had	the	dual	function	of	depicting	Christ’s	naked	body	
in	addition	to	providing	a	surface	for	simulated	wounds.	358		
The	 bleeding	 body	 of	 Christ	 also	 features	 in	 the	 comparable	 play	 of	 the	
Towneley	Scourging	[T.	Scourging],	which	specifically	highlights	Christ’s	flow	of	blood	
as	 the	 Second	 Torturer	 describes	 that:	 ‘the	 bloode	 downe	 glyde’	 (T.	 Scourging,	 l.	
137).359	As	 the	Man	 of	 Sorrows	 in	 the	 Towneley	Resurrection	 play	 [T.	RotL],	 Christ	




























stage	 directions	 in	which	 Christ’s	 clothing	 is	 removed	 could	 have	 revealed	 a	 large	
number	of	wounds	already	underneath.	Either	way,	full	and	graphic	depiction	of	the	
bloody	 wounds	 as	 they	 are	 inflicted	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 crucial	 element	 of	 the	
dramatisation.	





And	after	 this	 I	 saw,	beholding	 the	body	plentiously	bleding	 in	
seming	of	the	scorgyng,	as	thus:	The	faire	skynne	was	brokyn	ful	





This	 vision	 reveals	 to	 Julian	 ‘how	 it	 likith	God	 rather	 and	 better	 to	wash	 us	 in	His	
blode	from	synne	than	in	water,	for	His	blode	is	most	pretius’.362	Thus,	the	vision	of	
the	scourging	allows	Julian	to	contemplate	the	divine	properties	of	Christ’s	blood	as	
a	 composite	 of	 God.	 Another	 response	 to	 the	 scourging	 of	 Christ	 can	 be	 found	 in	
Nicholas	 Love’s	Mirror	 of	 the	 Blessed	 Life	 of	 Jesus	 Christ.	 Love’s	 response	 to	 the	
scourging	of	Christ	focuses	on	the	horror	and	distortion	of	his	appearance	caused	by	
the	scourging,	for	he	describes	how:	‘there	was	none	semlynesse	nor	beutye	in	hym,	
and	we	helde	him	as	 foule	as	a	 leprose	manne’.363	This	 is	 suggestive	of	 the	effects	

























S&PW],	 is	 the	 attention	 that	 Satan	 gives	 to	 the	 five	wounds	 of	 Christ	 before	 they	
have	been	inflicted.	This	allows	the	audience	to	contemplate	Christ’s	wounded	body	
from	 the	 perspective	 of	 Satan.	 Satan	 demonstrates	 his	 own	 responsibility	 for	 the	


















very	 wounds	 that	 Satan	 desired	 to	 inflict.	 Satan	 believes	 that	 he	 causes	 Christ’s	
death,	not	realising	that	this	is	God’s	divine	plan.	Thus,	Satan’s	foresight	into	Christ’s	
impending	wounds	and	death	 is	 important	as	part	of	the	patristic	 ‘abuse-of-power’	
theory	of	redemption.	This	theory	posits	that:	
	
When	Adam	and	Eve	 fell	 into	original	 sin,	Satan	was	permitted	
to	inflict	death	on	them	and	all	mankind	and	hold	them	captive	
in	 hell.	 Christ	 born	 of	 the	 Immaculate	 Virgin	 Mary	 was	 not	
subject	 to	 that	 law	of	death.	 Satan,	however,	was	deceived	by	









the	 redemption	 of	 mankind	 through	 the	 fatal	 wounds	 of	 Christ’s	 body.	 Satan’s	
speech	from	lines	25-28	ironically	evokes	the	arma	Christi	in	his	intention	to	destroy	







suffering	at	 the	hands	of	 the	soldiers	who	attempt	to	nail	him	to	 the	cross.	As	 the	
initial	holes	made	in	the	cross	‘failis	a	foote	and	more’	(Y.	CC,	l.	107),	this	delays	the	
action	of	the	crucifixion	while	Christ’s	body	is	stretched	to	fit.	Christ’s	body	also	has	
to	 be	 extended	 in	 the	N-Town	 Plays,	 and	 the	 late-thirteenth-century	 poem	of	 the	
Northern	Passion.366	The	first	soldier	suggests:	‘Faste	in	a	corde	/	And	tugge	hym	to,	
by	 toppe	 and	 taile’	 (Y.	 CC,	 ll.	 113-114).	 Consequently,	 the	 soldiers	 are	 directly	




Through	 the	 soldiers’	 detailed	 and	 evocative	 language	 of	 arranging	 Christ’s	
body	for	the	crucifixion,	every	moment	of	his	suffering	is	suggested	to	the	audience.	
As	 the	 soldiers	 anticipate	 wounding	 Christ,	 the	 First	 Soldier	 describes	 the	 force	
needed	to	strike	a	nail	through	his	body	as	he	commands:	‘Strike	on	than	harde’	(Y.	
CC,	 l.	 101).	 Similarly,	 the	 Second	 Soldier	 explains	 in	 detail	 the	 physical	 mutilation	
‘Thurgh	bones	and	senous’	(Y.	CC,	l.	103)	that	his	body	will	endure.	
As	the	Soldiers	attempt	to	secure	Christ	to	the	cross,	they	are	likely	to	have	








wounded	body	 is	displayed	before	 them.	At	 this	point	of	 the	play,	 four	of	 the	 five	
wounds	of	 the	 crucifixion	are	accounted	 for	 in	 this	extensive	portrayal	of	how	 the	
wounds	were	made;	how	long	it	took	to	fasten	Christ	to	the	cross;	the	force	needed	
to	penetrate	Christ’s	bones	and	 sinews,	 and	 the	 suffering	experienced	by	Christ	 in	
being	 physically	 stretched	 to	meet	 the	 holes.	 In	 this	 first	 section	 of	 the	 play,	 the	
wounds	of	Christ	are	placed	 in	 the	context	of	his	divine	endurance	of	 suffering,	as	
well	 as	 the	 cruelty	 and	 lack	 of	 humanity	 of	 his	 torturers	 through	 handling	 his	
crucifixion	as	carpentry.	
	
Once	 Christ	 is	 mounted	 successfully	 upon	 the	 cross	 and	 displayed	 before	 the	
































Thus,	 the	wounds	of	Christ	become	symbolic	of	his	 suffering,	 sacrifice,	mercy,	 and	
redemption.		
In	contemporaneous	texts	that	meditated	on	the	Passion	of	Christ,	such	as	The	





I	 se	 in	my	 soule	how	 reufully	þou	gost:	þi	body	 is	 so	blody,	 so	
rowed	 and	 so	 bledderyd;	 þi	 heere	 mevyth	 with	 þe	 wynde,	
clemyd	with	þe	blood;	þi	lovely	face	so	wan	and	so	bolnyd	with	
bofetynge	 and	 with	 betynge,	 with	 spyttynge,	 with	 spowtynge;	
þe	blood	ran	þerewith,	þat	grysyth	 in	my	syʒt;	so	 lothly	and	so	
wlatsome	þe	Jues	han	þe	mad,	þat	a	myself	art	þou	lyckere	þan	




wounds,	 and	 the	 violence	used	 against	 him.	He	 also	meditates	 on	Christ	 from	 the	
perspective	 of	 looking	 up	 at	 him	 upon	 the	 crucifix.	 Rolle’s	 account	 reveals	 the	




Miraclis	 Pleyinge	 specifically	 refers	 to	 audiences	 of	 ‘men	 and	 wymen	 seinge	 the	
passioun	of	Crist	and	of	his	seintis	…	movyd	to	compassion	and	devocion,	wepinge	





particularly	 directed	 at	 eliciting	 emotional	 responses	 of	 sympathy,	 sorrow	 and	
compassion.368	
The	 dramatisation	 of	 Christ’s	 prolonged	 suffering	 during	 the	 crucifixion	
defines	his	wounds	by	the	extensive	physical	suffering	and	sacrifice	he	endures	 for	







The	 N-Town	 Crucifixion	 [NT.	 Crucifixion]	 portrays	 the	 Virgin	Mary	 experiencing	 an	




thus	 to	 feel	 love,	 compassion	 and	 grief	 for	 Christ.	 The	 Virgin	Mary’s	metaphor	 of	
emotional	wounding	 in	 this	crucifixion	play	places	 it	between	my	categories	of	 the	
wounds	of	Christ	and	sacred	wounds.		
Mary	expresses	her	compassion	and	grief	for	Christ	as	she	exclaims:	 ‘A!	Out	
on	my	hert!	Whi	brest	 thu	nowth?’	 (NT.	Crucifixion,	 l.	97).369	Although	Christ	 is	still	
alive	upon	the	cross,	Mary	welcomes	her	own	death	since	she	will	soon	lose	her	son:	
‘A,	 deth,	 deth,	 deth!	 Why	 wylt	 thu	 not	 me	 kylle?’	 (NT.	 Crucifixion,	 l.	 100).	 Thus,	
Christ’s	wounded	body	becomes	the	devotional	focus	for	Mary’s	affective	response	























Mary’s	 emphasis	 upon	 her	 own	 heart	 in	 this	 play	 reflects	 her	 love	 for	 Christ	 as	 a	
mother,	which	parallels	the	 love	of	God	and	Christ	 for	mankind.	Her	emotions	also	









Here,	Mary’s	 expression	 of	 sorrow	draws	 devotional	 attention	 to	 Christ’s	 bleeding	
heart.	The	audience’s	emotional	sympathy	for	the	Virgin	Mary	in	this	play	is	thus	an	

















This	 allows	Christ’s	 side	wound	 to	develop	 further	 signification	 in	 this	 play,	 for	his	
death	brings	salvation	 through	his	 suffering.	At	 this	point	of	 the	play,	Christ	would	
only	be	depicted	with	four	of	the	five	crucifixion	wounds,	and	it	 is	more	than	likely	
that	his	wounded	body	would	have	been	presented	as	visually	bloody.	Whilst	Christ’s	
response	 to	Mary	 has	 the	 appearance	 of	 alleviating	 the	 emotional	 suffering	 of	 his	













Here,	 Christ	 refers	 to	 his	 emotions,	 as	 it	 is	 not	 until	 a	 later	 N-Town	 play	 that	 he	
endures	 the	 side	wound	which	physically	 pierces	 his	 heart.	 Thus,	 Christ’s	 breaking	
heart	emphasises	his	love	for	mankind.	As	this	wound	parallels	the	emotional	wound	
of	 the	Virgin	Mary,	 it	 creates	a	 sustained	and	extended	 symbol	of	 the	emotionally	
and	physically	wounded	heart.		
Even	though	the	wound	of	the	Virgin	Mary	is	only	a	metaphor	for	her	grief	for	
Christ,	 it	 was	 taken	 so	 seriously	 that	 her	 suffering	 was	 compared	 to	 martyrdom.	











In	 the	York	Doubting	Thomas	 [Y.	DT]	 and	 the	N-Town	Appearance	 to	 Thomas	 [NT.	
AT],	the	wounds	of	Christ	provide	proof	of	his	resurrection.	There	is	a	definitive	focus	
on	wounds	in	both	plays,	and	it	is	the	touching	of	Christ’s	wounds	specifically	that	is	
connected	 to	a	heightened	devotional	 faith	 in	his	divine	 immortality	 as	well	 as	his	








resurrection	are	 raised	 through	 the	physical	 fact	of	his	death	but	 settled	by	verbal	








After	 he	 first	 witnesses	 the	 resurrected	 Christ,	 Peter	 describes	 how	 his	 body:	
‘Shynand	so	bright’	(Y.	DT,	 l.	22).372	As	John	also	remarks	on:	‘the	light	it	broght’	(Y.	
DT,	 l.	 26),	 both	 characters	 suggest	 that	 Christ	 appears	 to	 emanate	 light.	 Since	 a	
number	 of	 characters	 touch	 the	 wounds	 of	 his	 resurrected	 body	 in	 this	 play,	 we	
know	that	his	wounds	would	also	have	been	visible.	This	results	in	the	signification	of	








leather	 jerkin	 scored	with	 the	marks	of	 his	wounds.	 There	 is	 evidence	 for	 such	 an	
item	 in	 the	 York	 pageant	 of	Christ’s	 Appearance	 to	Mary	Magdalene	 as	 well	 as	 a	
diadem,	 which	 would	 have	 conveyed	 Christ’s	 divinity.373	The	 scoring	 of	 a	 surface	
surrounding	 the	 actor’s	 body	 would	 have	 allowed	 the	 leather	 jerkin	 painted	 with	
wounds	to	be	penetrated,	creating	the	illusion	of	touching	Christ’s	wounds.	As	only	
the	 five	 wounds	 of	 Christ	 are	 mentioned,	 this	 indicates	 the	 significance	 of	 his	
crucifixion	wounds	in	particular,	rather	than	the	vast	number	of	wounds	sustained	in	
the	scourging.	These	five	wounds	allow	the	resurrected	Christ	to	be	identified,	since	
the	 side	 wound	 is	 unique	 to	 his	 crucifixion	 –	 neither	 of	 the	 criminals	 crucified	
alongside	him	received	this	wound.		




























spiritual	 existence.	 Such	 an	 act	 also	 proves	 Christ’s	 resurrection	 and	 divine	
immortality	since	his	wounds	continue	to	bleed	after	his	death.	As	Christ	continues	





















The	 implication	 is	 that	 Thomas	 has	 not	 experienced	 faith	 in	 Christ’s	 divinity	 –	 his	






















Here,	 Christ	 associates	 a	 state	 of	 understanding	 with	 touching	 his	 wounds,	 and	
consequently	 Thomas	 is	 filled	 with	 heightened	 devotional	 strength.	 The	
transformation	of	Thomas’	doubts	upon	contact	with	the	blood	and	body	of	Christ	is	
a	 crucial	 exploration	 of	 the	 audience’s	 own	 doubts	 in	 the	 resurrection,	 aiming	 to	
resolve	their	issues	of	belief.	The	idea	that	spiritual	faith	is	achieved	through	contact	
with	Christ’s	body	is	important	in	the	audience’s	own	physical	encounter	of	his	blood	
and	 body	 in	 the	 sacrament	 of	 the	 Eucharist.	 Thus,	 Thomas’	 doubts	 engage	 the	
audience	with	the	wounded	body	of	Christ	spiritually,	emotionally	and	liturgically.		
In	the	York	Doubting	Thomas,	Christ’s	wounds	act	as	a	means	of	experiencing	
an	 affective	 response	 to	 Christ.	 For	 the	 characters,	 this	 affective	 response	 occurs	
through	the	senses,	in	tasting	Christ’s	pain	and	feeling	his	wounds.	As	the	audience	
encounter	 these	emotional	and	spiritual	 reactions	 in	witnessing	and	meditating	on	
these	sensory	experiences,	their	own	responses	are	shaped	in	the	same	way.	At	the	

















death.	 This	 argument	 focuses	on	 the	physical	 impossibility	of	Christ’s	 resurrection,	
and	 it	 is	 this	 logical	 reasoning	 that	 informs	 their	 disbelief.	 As	 Christ	 asks	 to	 join	


















Cleophas	 and	 Luke	 emphasise	 that	 Christ	 died	 as	 a	 human	 being,	 but	 fail	 to	
understand	how	he	is	alive	as	God.	They	become	convinced	in	Christ’s	resurrection	




faith	 through	 reasoning	 based	 upon	 the	 prophecies,	 as	 well	 as	 in	 analogous	
examples	of	 life	 after	death.	 This	 is	 in	 contrast	 to	 Thomas,	who	 refuses	 to	believe	
without	 tangible	 evidence.	 In	 the	Appearance	 to	 Thomas	 section	 (l.	 217	onwards),	








Although	 Thomas’	 scepticism	 matches	 Cleophas	 and	 Luke’s,	 even	 they	 cannot	















Thomas	 is	 the	only	character	 that	 touches	 the	side	wound	of	Christ	 in	 the	N-Town	










Here,	 Thomas	 specifically	 draws	 attention	 to	 the	 transformative	 effect	 of	 Christ’s	
blood	upon	his	spiritual	beliefs.	This	emphasis	on	Christ’s	blood	is	also	significant	in	
the	 context	 of	 the	 Eucharist.	 The	 sacrament	 is	 evoked	 earlier	 within	 the	 play,	 as	
Cleophas	compares	 the	words	of	Christ	 to	 food,	and	Christ	shares	bread	with	both	
Cleophas	and	Luke.	In	turn,	this	suggests	Thomas’	lack	of	spiritual	nourishment	in	his	
incapacity	for	faith	through	Christ’s	words,	whereas	it	is	through	Christ’s	blood	that	
he	 is	 eventually	 transformed.	 As	 in	 the	 York	Doubting	 Thomas,	 Thomas’	 doubt	 is	
connected	 to	 the	 Eucharist	 and	 therefore	 the	 physical	 experiences	 the	 audience	
themselves	 have	 with	 Christ’s	 body	 and	 blood.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 signification	 of	






As	Deus,	 a	 composite	 character	 of	 the	 Father	 and	 the	 Son,375	Christ	 draws	 a	 good	
deal	of	attention	to	his	wounds	in	the	York	Doomsday	play	[Y.	Doomsday].	But	whilst	




to	 his	 wounded	 body	 is	 used	 symbolically	 to	 signify	 that	 it	 is	 now	 too	 late	 for	









Christ’s	 emphasis	 on	 the	 visibility	 of	 his	 body	 suggests	 the	 physical	 display	 of	 his	
wounds	to	the	audience,	reminding	them	of	his	previous	suffering	rather	than	asking	







These	wounds	were	displayed	 in	Christ’s	 costume,	which	 seems	 to	have	combined	









inventory377	of	 the	 costumes	 and	props	used	 in	 the	play	provides	 evidence	of	 the:	
‘Array	 for	 god	 that	 ys	 to	 say	 a	 Sirke	 wounded	 a	 diadem	 With	 a	 veserne	 [mask]	
gilted’.378	The	 ‘Sirke	wounded’	was	a	garment	worn	next	 to	 the	skin	 that	displayed	
the	 five	 wounds	 and	 was	 worn	 in	 addition	 to	 a	 gold	 mask	 and	 a	 crown,	 thus	
displaying	Christ’s	humanity	and	divinity	concurrently.	Although	there	is	no	evidence	
to	 suggest	 that	 Christ’s	 wounds	 were	 still	 bleeding	 in	 this	 play,	 underneath	 or	
surrounding	the	‘Sirke	wounded’,	it	is	possible	that	red	paint	might	have	been	used	
to	add	definition	 to	 the	wounds.	As	 a	 composite	 figure	of	God	and	Christ,	 Christ’s	




The	 above	 reference	 to	 the	 suffering	 of	 Christ	 as	 God’s	 son	 illustrates	 the	
sacrifice	that	both	of	them	made	through	his	body,	and	the	moral	debt	of	mankind	














Christ’s	 consistent	 use	 of	 ‘thou’	 and	 ‘thi’	 appeals	 directly	 to	 the	 audience	 as	















Christ’s	 five	wounds	 therefore	 become	 an	 accusation	 of	man.	 Rather	 than	 inviting	
man	to	feel	compassion	for	his	suffering,	Christ	uses	his	wounds	to	blame	mankind	
for	 not	 being	 prepared	 for	 judgement	 day.	 Thus,	 the	wounds	 are	 also	 symbolic	 of	
human	sin.	










The	 blood	 of	 the	 side	 wound	 has	 its	 own	 signification	 in	 this	 play,	 as	 Christ	
specifically	 associates	 this	 blood	with	 his	 love	 for	mankind.	 Since	 Christ	 is	 passing	
judgement	upon	the	damned,	his	blood	is	therefore	another	accusation	of	the	sins	of	
mankind	and	man’s	lack	of	love	for	Christ.	
	 Since	 there	 is	 so	 much	 emphasis	 on	 the	 wounds	 in	 the	 context	 of	 man’s	
moral	debt	their	principle	signification	is	of	Christ’s	sacrifice	and	the	sins	of	man.	The	
emotional	 context	 of	 the	 wounds	 as	 symbols	 of	 Christ’s	 love	 and	 in	 framing	 the	
question	 ‘what	 suffered	 thou	 for	 me?’	 (Y.	 Doomsday,	 ll.	 275-276)	 prompts	 the	
audience	 to	 meditate	 on	 their	 own	 spiritual	 devotion	 and	 need	 for	 penitence	
through	 Christ’s	 warning.	 Thus,	 the	 York	 Doomsday	 encourages	 the	 audience	 to	




It	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 wounds	 of	 Christ	 have	 a	 multivalent	 signification	 in	 medieval	
drama.	Over	the	course	of	these	plays,	the	wounds	of	Christ	are	used	as	symbols	of	
	 247	
his	 suffering,	 humanity,	 sacrifice,	 resistance,	 victory,	 divinity,	 sorrow,	 mercy,	 and	
immortality.	His	wounds	are	proof	of	his	resurrection	and	an	accusation	of	sin,	and	
his	blood	is	symbolic	of	his	love	for	mankind	and	the	sacrament	of	the	Eucharist.	In	
the	 N-Town	 play	 of	 the	 Crucifixion	 Christ’s	 wounds	 are	 both	 physical	 and	
metaphorical.	The	metaphor	of	his	breaking	heart	 signifies	his	 sorrow	and	 love	 for	











Christ.379	Despite	 his	 similarities	 to	 Christ’s	 wounded	 body,	 the	 putridity	 of	 the	
Naked	Man’s	wounds	is	 in	direct	contrast	to	the	sweet-smell	that	holy	wounds	can	
possess.	Whilst	this	raises	the	possibility	that	the	Naked	Man’s	putrid	body	may	be	
comparable	 to	 Henry	 of	 Grosmont’s	 festering	 wounds	 of	 sin	 in	 the	 Book	 of	 Holy	
Medicines,	 importantly,	 there	 is	 no	 implication	 that	 the	 Naked	 Man	 is	 sinful	 or	
immoral.	Instead,	he	is	the	embodiment	of	the	conditions	referred	to	by	Christ	in	the	
gospel	of	Matthew	 (25)	 in	being	cold,	naked,	sick,	and	rejected	by	society.	Despite	
his	unpleasant	wounds,	 the	Naked	Man	 is	used	as	an	example	of	 the	concept	 that	




















In	 his	 understanding	 of	 Christ’s	 wounds,	 the	 Naked	 Man	 qualifies	 himself	 as	
deserving	of	 charity.	 As	 he	 then	 goes	on	 to	describe	his	 own	 ‘wounds	 full	 of	 filth’	
(BM,	 l.	3058),	his	 stinking	 limbs	 (BM,	 l.	3061)	and	rotten	body	 (BM,	 l.	3051),	 these	
conditions	 are	 framed	 by	 the	 description	 of	 Christ’s	 body,	 providing	 a	 comparison	
between	the	two.	Just	as	Christ	is	described	to	appear	‘foule	as	a	leprose	manne’	in	
Love’s	Mirror	 of	 the	 Blessed	 Life	 of	 Jesus	 Christ,	 the	 Naked	 Man’s	 body	 is	 dirty,	








Here,	 the	 Naked	 Man’s	 appeal	 highlights	 the	 visual	 parallel	 of	 his	 own	 exposed,	
wounded	 body	 with	 Christ	 as	 the	 Man	 of	 Sorrows.	 However,	 the	 Earl	 of	 Vannes	




































inability	 to	 love	 Christ	 in	 all	 people.	 The	 Naked	 Man	 is	 specifically	 evocative	 of	
Christ’s	words	in	the	gospel	of	Matthew	(25:35-37):	‘I	was	a	stranger,	and	you	took	
me	in:	Naked	and	you	covered	me:	sick,	and	you	visited	me’.381	Here	Christ	illustrates	



































It	 is	 not	 clear	 whether	 the	 Naked	 Man	 displays	 his	 healed	 body,	 or	 if	 he	 only	
indicates	that	 it	 is	healed	beneath	his	clothing.	The	affected	body	and	 limbs	of	 the	
Naked	 Man	 are	 consistently	 emphasised,	 but	 it	 is	 hard	 to	 see	 how	 signs	 of	 the	










composed	 and	 performed	 in	 the	 province	 of	 Thuringia	 during	 the	mid-fourteenth	
century.	Although	many	martyrs’	plays	were	composed	and	performed	in	the	British	








the	 Golden	 Legend.	 Throughout	 the	 play,	 the	 Emperor	 Maxentius	 attempts	 to	
disprove	 Christianity	 in	 a	 number	 of	 ways,	 from	 recruiting	 (non-Christian)	 learned	
scholars	to	persuade	Catherine	to	give	up	such	‘foolish	thoughts’	(MP	St.	C,	l.	223),	to	
creating	 a	 wheel	 of	 torture	 for	 her	 to	 endure,	 but	 he	 fails	 at	 every	 turn.384	After	
witnessing	 Catherine’s	 courage,	 faith,	 and	 devotion	 to	 Christianity,	 the	 learned	
scholars	and	the	Emperor’s	Queen	convert	to	Christianity	and	are	then	killed,	before	
Catherine	 herself	 is	 martyred.	 The	 play	 is	 a	 valuable	 source	 to	 explore	 wounds,	






his	 role	 early	 on	 puts	 him	 in	 charge	 of	 its	 unfolding	 events.385	This	 allows	 the	









Here,	 the	Devil	 proposes	 that	 her	 suffering	will	 destroy	 her	 spiritual	 devotion	 and	
faith	 in	 Christianity.	 Her	 subsequent	 resistance	 in	 the	 face	 of	 her	 torture	 thus	













in	 the	 parallel	 tortures	 they	 suffer.	 The	 tradition	 of	 the	 mystical	 marriage	 of	









between	 the	 performance	 of	 the	wounded	 bodies	 of	 Catherine	 and	 Christ,	 as	 can	
also	be	seen	in	fig.	11	from	the	same	manuscript,	depicting	the	scourging	of	Christ.	



















an	 actress	 playing	 the	 role	 of	 St.	 Catherine	 in	 France.387	However,	 there	 is	 no	
conclusive	evidence	of	women	in	female	roles	in	England.	It	is	also	possible	that	her	
body	might	 be	 partially	 concealed	 by	 an	 undergarment	 (as	 in	 fig.	 10)	 rather	 than	
completely	naked.	Another	 image,	 fig.	12,	 from	the	 fifteenth	century,	also	displays	
the	martyrdom	of	a	female	saint	(Apollonia)	in	such	an	undergarment,	at	a	theatrical	
performance.	As	with	dramatisations	of	the	scourging	of	Christ,	bloody	marks	could	
be	 transferred	upon	Catherine’s	 body	by	 the	 rods.	 It	 is	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 violence	
upon	 her	 exposed	 and	 beautiful	 body	 that	 magnifies	 the	 cruelty	 it	 endures.	
Catherine’s	 virginal	 body	 is	 also	 consistently	 associated	 with	 her	 purity,	 another	
symbol	 of	 her	 strength,	 resistance	 to	 sin,	 and	 spiritual	 perfection,	 but	 it	 is	 her	
wounds	that	signify	her	true	devotion	and	spiritual	strength.	
After	Catherine	has	been	beaten,	the	Emperor’s	Queen	decides	to	visit	her	in	
prison.	Here,	 the	stage	directions	 indicate	 that	Catherine	 is	now	emitting	a	shining	
light:		
	
[s.d.	 they	 go	 to	 the	 prison	 cell,	 and	 on	 account	 of	 the	
overpowering	 brightness	 they	 fall	 down	 upon	 the	 ground	 as	 if	
dead]	(MP	St.	C,	aft.	l.	358).	
	
This	 brightness	 emanating	 from	 Catherine	 is	 comparable	 to	 the	 shining	 light	 of	
Christ’s	resurrected	body	 in	the	York	Doubting	Thomas,	which	portrays	his	divinity.	
The	 fact	 that	 the	 light	 causes	 the	 Queen	 and	 Porphyrius	 to	 fall	 down	 is	 also	
comparable	 to	 the	 Jews	 in	 the	N-Town	Betrayal,	 indicating	 that	 the	 light	 is	 a	 sure	
sign	of	Catherine’s	sanctity.	It	is	also	noteworthy	that	both	Catherine	and	Christ	emit	
light	following	wounding,	glorifying	the	physical	suffering	of	their	bodies.	The	bones	




































Thus,	 the	pain	of	Catherine’s	body	becomes	 the	 focus	of	disproving	 the	validity	of	
Christianity.	This	is	another	way	in	which	Cursates	and	Maxentius	endeavour	to	test	






It	 is	 significant	 that	 Catherine’s	 final	 words	 before	 she	 is	 beheaded	 are	
evocative	of	the	words	of	Christ	as	he	 is	 led	to	his	crucifixion	 in	the	gospel	of	Luke	














































Like	 Christ,	 St.	 Catherine’s	 wounds	 possess	 multivalent	 significations:	 as	
symbols	of	her	suffering,	sacrifice	and	devotion,	her	resistance	(to	Satan,	Maxentius	
and	sin),	and	her	divinity	(through	her	glowing).	Her	wounds	also	provide	a	parallel	
to	 the	wounds	 of	 the	 Passion	 of	 Christ	 and	 the	 virgin	martyrs.	 This	 is	 because	 St.	


























The	 conversion	 of	 the	 Queen	 leads	 to	 her	 own	 torture	 and	 martyrdom,	
foreshadowing	Catherine’s	(since	they	are	both	beheaded).	Her	conversion	becomes	
apparent	 after	 she	 interprets	 the	destruction	of	 the	wheel	 of	 torture	designed	 for	
Catherine	 and	 the	 death	 of	 the	 torturers	 as	 punishment	 for	 the	 corruption	 of	
Maxentius’	gods	(MP	St.	C,	l.	490).	Notably,	the	Queen’s	death	is	also	comparable	to	








This	 is	 therefore	 another	 occasion	 that	 Maxentius	 unintentionally	 highlights	 the	
power	 of	 Christianity	 through	 the	 devotional	 strength	 of	 the	 martyrs.	 It	 is	 also	
significant	 that	 both	 St.	 Catherine	 and	 St.	 Agatha	 are	 virgin	 martyrs,	 as	 the	
symbolism	of	Agatha’s	 own	pure	 and	 virginal	 body	 evoked	 in	 the	Queen’s	 parallel	
torture	and	martyrdom	echoes	Catherine’s	own	subsequent	martyrdom.		








As	Maxentius	 commands	one	of	 the	 knights	 to	 ‘Seize	 your	 lady’	 (MP	St.	 C,	 l.	 505),	
meaning	 the	 Queen,	 it	 is	 possible	 that	 she	 could	 have	 worn	 a	 body	 suit	 in	 the	
dramatisation	of	her	torture,	or	that	this	action	was	performed	on	a	dummy	body.	
Meredith	and	Tailby	offer	evidence	that	dummy	bodies	were	commonly	required	for	









The	calm	expression	of	 the	dummies	 indicates	 that	 the	martyrs’	 imperviousness	 to	
pain	could	be	physically	performed.	Using	a	dummy	body,	such	as	those	used	in	the	
Majorca	saints	plays,	would	make	the	torture	and	martyrdom	of	the	Queen	appear	
less	 realistic,	but	would	have	 the	benefit	of	 conveying	her	 imperviousness	 to	pain.	
The	depiction	of	 the	performance	of	St.	Apollonia’s	martyrdom	 in	 fig.	12,	 in	which	
the	torturers	are	obscuring	the	audience’s	sight	of	her	body,	suggests	the	possibility	
that	 action	 such	 as	 this	 could	 have	 obscured	 the	 dummy	 body	 being	 tortured	 in	




If	 you	promise	me	 the	wild	beasts,	 the	 sound	of	Christ’s	name	
will	 gentle	 them!	 If	 you	 try	 fire,	 angels	 will	 serve	 me	 with	 a	









In	martyring	his	Queen,	Maxentius	 instructs	Cursates	 to:	 ‘strike	off	her	head	/	and	
leave	her	 lying	unburied’	 (MP	St.	C,	 ll.	512-513).	However,	 the	Queen	continues	 to	
speak	 after	 she	 has	 been	 beheaded	 and	 buried.	 In	 performing	 the	 beheading,	 a	
dummy	body	 could	have	 conveyed	a	neutral	 facial	 expression,	 thus	portraying	 the	













Here,	 the	Queen	explains	her	willing	 torture	 and	martyrdom	 through	her	 religious	
devotion	and	love	for	Christ,	which	is	a	standard	aspect	of	Christian	martyrdom.	It	is	
plausible	 that	 the	Queen	physically	appeared	before	 the	audience	 to	deliver	 these	
lines,	as	she	also	sings	a	responsory	for	the	Feast	of	St.	Agatha.	The	translation	of	the	





You	 have	 seen,	 O	 Lord,	my	 contest,	 how	 I	 have	 fought	 in	 the	












The	 Mühlhausen	 Play	 of	 St.	 Catherine	 uses	 such	 parallels	 throughout:	 Queen	
Faustina	echoes	St.	Agatha	in	her	parallel	tortures,	and	Catherine	echoes	Christ.	The	















	 It	 is	 the	 Emperor	 Tiberius	 Caesar	 who	 intends	 to	 kill	 Pilate	 as	 a	 form	 of	
revenge	 for	 the	death	of	Christ.	 Tiberius	agrees	 to	undertake	 these	actions	on	 the	
orders	of	Veronica,	following	his	cure	from	leprosy,	for	she	commands	him	to	‘Take	




	 The	 parallel	 between	 the	 proposed	 torture	 and	 murder	 of	 Pilate	 and	 the	
Passion	of	Christ	can	be	seen	in	the	discussions	that	ensue	between	the	Emperor	and	
his	 Executioners	 on	 inflicting	 suffering	 upon	 Pilate’s	 body.	 The	 parallel	 is	 also	
highlighted	in	the	visual	dramatisation	of	the	play,	since	Pilate	is	wearing	a	garment	
taken	 from	Christ’s	 own	body.	Moreover,	 it	 is	 plausible	 that	 Pilate’s	 suicide	would	
have	been	 staged	using	blood,	 just	 like	performances	of	 the	 side	wound	of	Christ.	
Despite	the	serious	content	of	the	play	there	is	also	a	dark	comic	tone	that	surrounds	
the	potential	 torture	of	Pilate,	and	 in	attempting	 to	bury	his	 cursed	body	after	his	












The	Emperor	 later	 reflects	 to	Veronica	 that	 as	he	 could	not	 find	any	 reason	 to	 kill	
Pilate	he	must	be	‘a	wizard	and	a	great	sorcerer’	(DoP,	l.	1854).	Christ	is	also	accused	







Consequently,	she	advises	him	to	have	the	garment	removed	 if	he	 is	 to	succeed	 in	






garment	and	 its	wearer,	 emphasising	 the	 ironic	parallel	between	Christ	 and	Pilate.	
Pilate	continues	to	argue	that	he	would	be	‘naked’	(DoP,	l.	1942)	if	he	removed	the	
garment,	thus	providing	another	parallel	to	Christ	before	his	scourging.	Notably,	the	
tortures	 that	are	suggested	 for	Pilate	are	also	evocative	of	 the	scourging	of	Christ,	
for	the	Second	Executioner	expresses	his	desire	to	‘knock	him	/	All	to	pieces’	(DoP,	l.	
1892-1893).	



















clear	 lack	 of	 sympathy	 for	 Pilate	who	 is	 dehumanised	when	 he	 is	 described	 to	 be	
‘worse	than	a	dog’	(DoP,	l.	2026),	whereas	Christ	is	humanised	in	death	in	a	number	















of	 Christ.	 His	 decision	 to	 commit	 suicide	 would	 have	 been	 regarded	 as	 sinful,	



























the	Book	 of	 Holy	Medicines.	 It	 also	 provides	 a	 contrast	 to	 the	 sweet	 smell	 of	 the	
bodily	remains	of	martyrs	in	Roman	catacombs,	continuing	to	embody	their	holiness	






Mankind	 is	 a	 fifteenth-century	 morality	 play	 in	 which	 the	 central	 protagonist	
Mankind	 undergoes	 a	 moral	 journey,	 initially	 tempted	 by	 the	 sinful	 life	 but	 later	
absolved	 of	 his	 sins	 through	 redemption.	 The	 play	 is	 a	 psychomachia:	 a	 battle	
between	good	and	evil	forces	for	the	soul	of	Mankind.	The	three	evil	forces	are	New-
Guise,	Nowadays,	and	Nought,	who	represent	worldly	pleasures	and	are	controlled	
by	 Mischief.	 As	 the	 vices	 of	 the	 play	 represent	 ideas	 and	 concepts	 rather	 than	
people,	this	affects	the	representation	and	signification	of	the	wounds	they	receive	
in	this	play.		
Mankind’s	 genre	 as	 a	 comedy	 is	 another	 essential	 consideration	 in	 the	
representation	of	wounds	in	this	play.	However,	despite	the	farcical	presentation	of	
the	wounds	of	the	vices,	even	these	wounds	are	presented	in	an	ironic	reference	to	














Here,	Mercy	uses	a	medieval	understanding	of	wounds	 in	order	 to	convey	 that	 sin	




receive	 physical	 wounds	 themselves	 in	 the	 process.	 These	 wounds	 highlight	 the	
moral	corruption	of	the	vices	in	their	ironic	parallels	to	sacred	wounds.	
Mercy’s	moralisation	of	wounds	is	also	important	since	there	are	a	number	of	
references	 to	 the	 wounds	 of	 Christ’s	 body,	 as	 well	 as	 (ironic)	 allusions	 to	 holy	
martyrs	 such	 as	 St.	 Quentin	 and	 St.	 Denys	 throughout	 the	 play.	 Thus,	 wounds	


















directions	 to	 indicate	 when	 this	 has	 happened.	 Although	 this	 may	 be	 due	 to	 the	
manuscript’s	missing	leaf,	 it	 is	also	possible	that	New-Guise	has	a	bandaged	wound	
to	his	head	from	the	beginning	of	the	play	as	well	as	a	wound	to	the	groin.	Since	the	
medical	metaphor	made	by	Mercy	at	 the	end	of	 the	play	uses	wounds	 to	signify	a	
breach	in	moral	integrity,	it	is	significant	that	the	vice	is	wounded.	The	wound	to	his	
groin	 also	 creates	 humour	 since	 it	 is	 addressed	 with	 vulgar	 language.	 Thus,	 even	




to	 their	 wounds	 in	 an	 immoral	 or	 religious	 context	 –	 furthering	 the	 connection	




Guise	 bewails:	 ‘Alas,	my	 jewellys!	 I	 shall	 be	 schent	 of	my	wyff!’	 (Mankind,	 l.	 381),	
showing	 concern	 that	 he	 will	 be	 deprived	 of	 enjoying	 sexual	 pleasure.	 As	 the	
audience	 is	 aware	 that	 New-Guise	 is	 already	 injured	 in	 his	 groin,	 the	 strike	 of	
Mankind	would	exacerbate	this	injury	in	a	moment	of	comic	violence.	Following	their	
wounds,	 Nowadays	 complains	 that	 he	 has:	 ‘such	 a	 buffett!’	 (Mankind,	 l.	 388)	
ironically	evoking	the	buffeting	of	Christ,	and	Nought	blasphemes:	 ‘By	cokkys	body	
sakyrde,	I	have	such	a	peyn	in	my	arme’	(Mankind,	l.	390).	Swearing	by	God’s	body	is	
significant	 in	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 warning	 to	 swearers,	 in	 which	 Christ’s	 body	 is	
dismembered	anew	by	blasphemous	 language.	 It	 is	 in	these	respects	that	the	vices	
begin	 to	 use	 their	 bodies	 in	 an	 ironic	 contrast	 to	 the	 bodies	 of	 Christ	 and	 other	
sacred	Christians.		
In	contrast,	it	is	interesting	that	Mankind	specifically	threatens	to	hit	the	vices	
with	 his	 spade	 in	 the	 name	 of	 God,	 as	 this	 punishment,	 although	 not	 divinely	









Mischief’s	 confidence	 in	 his	 ability	 to	 heal	Nowadays’	 head	 through	 the	 ridiculous	






















Christ’s	 cross	 as	 an	 exclamation.	 Thus,	 Christ’s	 sacred	 wounds	 are	 recalled	 in	
connection	with	the	wounds	of	the	vices.	







	 The	 head	 wound	 of	 Nowadays	 is	 mentioned	 later	 in	 the	 text	 as	 the	 three	
vices	 speak	 with	 the	 devil	 Titivillus.	 Nowadays	 asks	 Titivillus	 to:	 ‘Remember	 my	
brokyn	 hede	 in	 the	 worschyppe	 of	 the	 fyve	 vowellys’	 (Mankind,	 l.	 497),	 who	
subsequently	promises	to	avenge	the	injuries	of	the	vices.	Ashley	and	NeCastro	have	
speculated	 that	 ‘five	 vowels’	may	be	a	malapropism	 for	 the	 five	wounds	of	Christ,	
which	would	 draw	 a	 direct	 comparison	 to	 the	wounds	 of	Nowadays	 and	 Christ.396	
The	 consistent	 use	 of	 the	 ironic	 parallel	 wounds	 and	 the	 parody	 of	 St.	 Denys’	
martyrdom	reflect	the	spiritual	impairment	of	the	vices	due	to	the	moral	contrast	of	
these	characters.		
Nought,	 like	 Mankind,	 also	 uses	 God’s	 name	 in	 order	 to	 wound,	 during	 a	










conventions,	 thus	 highlighting	 his	 spiritual	 impairment.	 The	 very	 idea	 of	 Nought’s	
amputation	 is	 ironic,	since,	once	again,	 this	would	create	a	wound	greater	 than	he	
has	already	sustained	from	being	hit	by	Mankind.		
Mankind	uses	its	verbal	and	physical	comedy	to	highlight	the	ironic	parodies	
of	 Christ	 and	other	 sacred	Christians,	 enabling	 the	 impaired	 spiritual	 conditions	 of	
the	 vices	 to	 be	 displayed	 before	 the	 audience.	 Highlighted	 by	 their	 consistent	
blasphemy,	 the	 wounds	 of	 the	 vices	 act	 as	 a	 moral	 warning	 –	 as	 allegorical	








This	 section	 has	 shown	 that	 even	 the	 wounds	 of	 immoral	 characters	 in	 medieval	
drama	are	always	presented	in	parallel	to	the	wounds	of	other	sacred	Christians.	Like	
the	 Cornish	 Death	 of	 Pilate,	 the	 morality	 play	Mankind	 uses	 ironic	 and	 reverse	
parallels	to	the	suffering	of	Christ	and	other	holy	figures.	In	both	plays,	these	ironic	






of	 its	 spectrum	 of	 moral,	 religious	 and	 spiritual	 significations.	 The	 consistent	
association	 of	 wounds	 with	 the	 sacred	 wounds	 of	 Christians	 is	 particularly	




sacred	 in	 any	 way,	 even	 though	 it	 is	 used	 to	 portray	 Christ’s	 power	 to	 heal.	 As	
records	 suggest	 that	 Fergus	 is	 wounded	 in	 the	 York	 Funeral	 of	 the	 Virgin,	 his	
disability	 is	 highly	 likely	 to	 have	 signified	 the	 spiritual	 incompleteness	 of	 the	
unconverted	 Jew.	 Thus,	 although	 the	 wounds	 of	 the	 Jews	 break	 the	 pattern	 of	
signifying	the	wounds	of	Christ	and	the	martyrs,	it	suggests	that	it	is	their	Jewishness	
that	 defines	 the	 signification	 of	 their	 wounds.	 This	 identity	 therefore	 results	 in	
different	 implications	 for	 the	 wounded	 Jewish	 body	 than	 the	 wounded	 and	 non-
Jewish	body	(even	though	the	wounds	of	the	Jews	could	also	parallel	Christ’s	body	in	
the	 Croxton	 Play	 of	 the	 Sacrament).	 Outside	 of	 these	 examples,	 the	 spectrum	 of	
signification	 of	 wounds	 and	 dismemberment	 within	 medieval	 drama	 seems	 to	 be	
consistently	connected	to	Christ’s	body	and	the	bodies	of	Christian	martyrs.	
	 There	 is	 a	 contrast	 in	 the	 signification	 of	 wounds,	 mutilation	 and	





idea	 that	 the	more	 suffering	 the	 body	 sustains	 the	more	 the	 soul	 is	 prepared	 for	
heaven.	 Yet,	 in	Mankind	 the	medical	 description	of	wounds	 is	 used	 to	portray	 the	
damage	of	the	soul.	This	 is	comparable	to	the	Book	of	Holy	Medicine,	 for	Henry	of	
Grosmont	uses	medical	approaches	to	wound	care	to	reflect	on	his	 impaired	moral	
condition.	Also	comparable	 is	 the	reverse	parallel	wound	sustained	by	Pilate	 in	the	
Cornish	Death	of	Pilate.	Rather	than	glorifying	his	‘wholeness’	Pilate’s	wounds	reflect	
his	 evil	 character,	 as	 highlighted	 by	 his	 stinking	 body	 after	 death.	Whilst,	 like	 the	
vices,	 Pilate’s	 wounds	 portray	 his	moral	 and	 spiritual	 impairment,	 his	 wounds	 are	
sustained	 under	 a	 specific	 narrative	 of	 Tiberius’	 revenge	 for	 Christ.	 Pilate’s	 heart	
wound	conveys	his	personal	 sinfulness	whereas	 the	wounds	of	 the	vices	 represent	
spiritual	impairment	more	generally	because	the	characters	are	allegorical.	
	 Yet	 sacred	wounds	 are	more	 complex	 than	 being	 only	 symbols	 of	 glory	 or	
positive	symbols	 in	general.	Whilst	 this	 is	 the	case	 for	St.	Catherine,	more	broadly,	
her	wounds	 are	 also	 symbolic	 of	 her	 suffering,	 sacrifice,	 resistance,	 devotion,	 and	
divinity.	 Thus,	 whilst	 I	 refer	 to	 the	 ‘positive	 wounds’	 of	 the	 virtuous	 Christian	
characters	 throughout	 this	 chapter,	 this	 is	 not	 to	 deny	 the	 complex	 spectrum	 of	
signification	 that	 the	 wounds	 of	 the	 virtuous	 can	 possess.	 For	 instance,	 the	
metaphorical	wound	of	 the	Virgin’s	 grief	 in	 the	N-Town	Crucifixion,	which	 signifies	
her	 love	for	Christ	as	a	mother,	provokes	the	audience	to	empathise	with	her,	and	




as	 an	 accusation	 of	 sin	 in	 the	 York	 Doomsday	 demonstrates.	 As	 I	 have	 argued	
throughout	 this	 chapter,	Christ’s	wounds	have	 their	own	spectrum	of	 signification.	











specifically	 considered	 through	 the	 older	 body,	 the	 unconverted	 Jewish	 body,	 the	
leprous	 body,	 and	 the	 wounded,	 mutilated	 and	 dismembered	 body.	 In	 order	 to	
consider	the	spectrum	of	signification,	in	each	of	my	chapters	I	examined	a	range	of	
characters	 from	 the	 sacred	 to	 the	 profane,	 since	 the	 condition	 of	 the	 body	 was	
thought	to	have	a	complex	interrelation	with	the	soul.	Like	many	previous	studies	of	
disability	 and	 impairment	 in	medieval	 cultural,	 historical	 and	 literary	 sources,	 this	
examination	of	drama	has	observed	 the	ambivalent	meanings	and	 significations	of	
such	conditions.	
In	 chapter	one,	 it	emerged	 that	 the	physical,	psychological	and	behavioural	
aspects	of	ageing	are	consistently	used	to	signify	the	moral	and	spiritual	condition	of	
older	 characters.	 In	 my	 second	 chapter,	 I	 explored	 how	 the	 disabled	 or	 impaired	
Jewish	 body	 always	 signifies	 its	 moral	 impairment	 and	 spiritual	 alterity.	 My	 third	
chapter	 examined	 how	 leprosy	 is	 used	 inconsistently,	 but	 either	 according	 to	 the	
leper’s	relationship	with	Christianity,	or	in	promotion	of	the	faith.	In	chapter	four,	I	
argued	 that	 even	 when	 considering	 a	 moral	 spectrum	 of	 characters,	 wounds	 are	




Perhaps	 what	 is	 particularly	 striking	 about	 my	 own	 observations	 into	 the	
ambivalence	 of	 disability	 is	 how	 inconsistently	 it	 can	 be	 portrayed	 even	 across	 a	
single	 play-text:	 in	 Bewnans	 Meriasek	 the	 Emperor	 Constantine’s	 leprosy	 is	 a	
negative	characteristic	which	signifies	his	immorality,	but	the	leprosy	of	the	First	and	
Second	Leper	 is	neutral:	making	no	direct	 reflection	on	 their	vices	or	virtues	 (even	
though	we	can	speculate	that	these	characters	are	worthy	of	the	cure	they	receive).	
Similarly,	 in	 the	 Ordinalia,	 the	 leprosy	 of	 the	 Emperor	 Tiberius	 is	 neutral,	 but	 is	
positive	for	the	Smith	as	a	divine	gift.	Thus,	disability	is	always	symbolic	beyond	itself	
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in	medieval	 drama,	 but	 from	play	 to	play,	 the	disabled	or	 impaired	body	 can	 vary	
greatly	in	what	it	signifies.	
As	Metzler	has	noted	in	her	research	into	medieval	disability	and	impairment,	






have	 a	 neutral	 signification,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 do	 not	 reflect	 upon	 the	
character’s	 own	moral	 or	 spiritual	 condition.	 These	 neutral	 representations	 of	 the	
disabled	or	 impaired	body	 are	 each	used	 to	display	 the	power	of	 Christianity,	 and	
provide	evidence	that,	in	medieval	drama,	disability	is	always	symbolic	beyond	itself,	
rather	than	providing	an	exploration	of	such	conditions	in	their	own	right.	
This	 prompts	 us	 to	 consider	 what	 attention,	 if	 any,	 is	 given	 to	 exploring	
disability	 and	 impairment	 as	 physiological	 or	 psychological	 afflictions	 in	 their	 own	
right.	 Of	 course,	 the	 attention	 given	 to	 representations	 of	 individual	 conditions	
changes	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 circumstances	 they	 impose	 upon	 the	 characters,	 thus	
providing	 for	 different	 explorations	 of	 the	 physical	 suffering,	 emotional	 distress,	
social	 limitations,	 or	 other	 effects	 the	 afflictions	 cause.	 The	 physical	 suffering	
experienced	 by	 the	 characters	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 consistent	 feature	 in	 the	






may	provide	 insight	 into	 the	experiences	of	 these	 conditions,	but	 this	 is	 limited	or	










impervious	 to	 pain	 in	 the	Mühlhausen	Play	 of	 St.	 Catherine,	 and	 Simeon’s	 natural	
age-related	weakness	 and	 frailty	 is	 reversed	 in	 the	 York	 Purification.	 It	 is	 through	
these	examples	 that	we	can	understand	how	disability	and	 impairment	are	always	
symbolic	 beyond	 themselves.	 Rather	 than	 providing	 an	 exploration	 of	 conditions	
such	as	age-related	 impairment	 in	 their	own	 right	–	 the	 symbolic	uses	of	disability	
and	impairment	detract	from	or	negate	their	reality.	
The	 Blind	 Man	 in	 the	 Chester	 Glovers’	 Play	 is	 a	 particularly	 significant	
example	of	the	focus	on	the	signification	of	disability	rather	than	the	condition	itself.	
Specifically,	 his	 blindness	 is	 interpreted	 as	 a	 possible	 manifestation	 of	 original,	
personal,	or	inherited	sin,	taking	us	back	to	the	moral	categorisation	of	disability	and	
impairment.	The	different	approaches	of	Peter	and	 John	 in	how	they	 interpret	 the	
moral	causes	of	the	Blind	Man’s	disability	highlight	the	complexity	of	the	disabled	or	
impaired	 body	 in	 medieval	 cultural	 thought,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 complex	
interrelationship	of	the	body	and	the	soul.	Yet,	this	episode	also	raises	an	alternative	
use	 of	 disability	 –	 to	 highlight	 the	 power	 of	 God,	 thus	 demonstrating,	 again,	 how	
disability	is	always	symbolic	beyond	itself.	It	is	important	that	congenital	blindness	is	









This	 explanation	 of	 the	 dramatic	 function	 of	 disability	 also	 highlights	 the	 lack	 of	
attention	 that	 the	 affliction	 of	 the	 Blind	 Man	 is	 afforded	 in	 its	 own	 right.	 Such	




The	Blind	Man	also	underlines	 exactly	why	disability	may	have	 a	 variety	 of	 causes	
and	significations	in	medieval	drama.	
Whilst	 experiences	of	disability	 are	not	 always	 realistic,	 the	 ideas	 and	even	
symbolic	values	of	specific	conditions	often	reflected	contemporary	social	attitudes.	
For	instance,	there	are	positive	and	negative	instances	of	leprosy	in	medieval	drama	
just	as	 there	were	positive	and	negative	social	 responses	 to	 the	disease.	 In	drama,	
conditions	 can	 still	 be	 representative	 of	 social,	 cultural	 and	medical	 constructions	
even	 if	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 condition	 is	 not	 portrayed	 ‘realistically’.	 Drama	 is	
therefore	a	useful	source	to	examine,	 in	terms	of	how	it	uses	 ideas	about	forms	of	
disability,	 impairment	 and	 affliction,	 and	 embodies	 these	 ideas	 through	 physical	
performance:	 this	 is	 why	 the	 theatrical	 representations	 of	 these	 conditions	 merit	
investigation.	 The	 use	 of	 these	 conditions	 also	 provides	 valuable	 insight	 into	 the	
effects	 drama	 is	 trying	 to	 achieve	 –	 the	 example	 of	 the	 Blind	 Man	 and	 his	
interpretation	 by	 Christ	 shows	 us	 how	 medieval	 people	 developed	 their	 faith	 in	
Christianity	 by	 relating	 to	 ideas	 of	 the	 disabled	 or	 impaired	 body	 that	 specifically	
showcase	the	power	of	God.	
For	each	of	my	chapters,	the	conditions	I	discuss	demonstrate	ambivalence	in	
their	 contrasting	meanings.	 This	 ambivalence	 has	 been	 a	 consistent	 theme	 in	 this	
thesis,	which	acknowledges	the	changing	and	contrasting	significations	of	disability,	
impairment	and	embodied	difference	according	to	the	context.	Overall,	in	presenting	
an	 analysis	 of	 the	 uses	 and	 significations	 of	 disability,	 impairment	 and	 embodied	
difference	 in	medieval	 drama,	 this	 thesis	 reveals	 how	 dramatic	 representations	 of	
these	conditions	are	embedded	in	their	historical	and	cultural	contexts,	even	 if	 the	
experience	 of	 the	 condition	 is	 not	 portrayed	 ‘realistically’.	 It	 is	 because	 drama	
provides	 an	 extra	 dimension	 in	 its	 physical	 embodiment	 and	 performance	 of	
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